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In 2006, Bulletin of Ecumenical Theology published in Volume 18 
conversations on Migration—Migration and Relevance of Christian 
Mission. The volume did not consider human trafficking; the focus was on 
the challenges of economic migration (legal and illegal), the flood of 
refugees and asylum seekers from war-ravaged parts of the world, 
especially from Africa to Europe and America and their theological 
implications.  
 Today the problems around migration have assumed alarming 
proportions. Migration, human trafficking, human smuggling, along with 
other crimes that fuel new forms of slavery, have become a major concern 
of the world community. The situation challenges society, religions and, in 
particular, Christian theology on the enduring relevance of human dignity, 
fellow feeling, human rights, rights of girls and women, rights of children 
to safe environment and human flourishing. 
 The editors of Bulletin of Ecumenical Theology decided to address, in 
a limited way, this reality of migration, trafficking, and modern-day 
slavery. Beginning with the challenge of welcoming, protecting and 
integrating migrants, the volume closes with Edo state of Nigeria that has 
the largest percentage of African trafficked girls and women. There is call 
to action. Governments, the international community, non-governmental 
organizations, local communities and individuals should and must feel 
concerned. The human problems are such that the world community should 
not turn the other way, as happened during the Ebola outbreak, but should 
get beyond the narrative of contamination about Africa. 
 Next, migration and asylum status based on human rights do not and 
should not undermine the rights of the host community. Indeed, nations 
can exercise their rights (as regards migration and border protection) 
without an infringement of rights of one or the other. Consequently, once 
welcomed, protected and integrated, the migrants form part and parcel of 
the society. The question of the status of second-generation migrants (born 
and naturalized e.g. in USA or Spain) should not really arise. 
 Finally, the fundamental rights and dignity of refugees, migrants and 
trafficked persons as human beings and the fundamental quality of mercy 
form the basis of any theological reflection. This is dominant not only in 
African traditional cultures but also in the Christian Gospels and in Islamic 
texts. Pope Francis throws this challenge: migrants help us to read the signs 
of the times.  
Bulletin of Ecumenical Theology, vol. 31 (2019), 6-33 
 
INTEGRATION OF MIGRANT CHILDREN IN THE VENTILLA-
MADRID QUARTER: 
FEELING OF BELONGING AND IDENTIFICATION OF THE 






The present work tries to evaluate the characteristics of the integration-
identity process of the children of migrants resident in the neighbourhood 
of “Ventilla (Almenadera)”. Focusing on a group (in constant growth) in 
the community of Madrid as well as in the neighbourhood of “Ventilla”—
a group whose parents, thanks to their origin, introduce an important 
cultural diversity—this essay is interested in collecting pieces of 
information about the group’s structural (school, work and family), social 
(interactions and interrelationships), cultural (way of thinking, acting, etc.) 
reality and identity, with emphasis on the latter. If the research outcomes 
indicate a good sense of integration, they reveal, nevertheless, a certain 
level of complexification with regard to the feeling of belonging and 
identification towards the Spanish society. 
 






The current migratory reality is challenging for everyone. The study of this 
reality in its complexity includes ever more interdisciplinary diversity. The 
pertinence of the studies in this field from various Higher Institutes and 
university centres resides in their attempt to associate the theoretical and 
conceptual exposition with the practical reality of research-action. We 
hope that our effort will be presented here in these terms. It is an attempt 
to combine the reality of such migratory concepts as “second generation”, 
“migratory trajectory”, “processes and policies of integration”, “identity, 
                                                 
1 The investigator is a Jesuit whose interests centre on the question of migration 
and international cooperation. He completed his studies in International 
Migration at the University Pontificia Comillas in Madrid, Spain. 





etc.”, with the reality of migrant families in a residential area of the city of 
Madrid, “La Ventilla” (in Spain). In order to be as reliable as possible, the 
first part of this essay is limited to a presentation of the goal and 
motivations of our research, the theoretical framework and state of the 
problem, and the objectives and the methodology that we utilized in the 
fulfilment of this inquiry. The second part is devoted to the body of our 
investigation. The results, analyses and conclusions of our research are 
presented in this sense. Regarding the third part, we are interested in the 
difficulties encountered in the process of integration in order to formulate 
the structural impact of Jesuit higher education on the research to respond 
to this question. 
 
 
State of the Question and Theoretical Assumptions 
 
Prior to any declaration in our study, it is essential to clarify what we 
understand by the terms “integration”, “identity” and “second generation”. 
And so, when we speak of “integration”, it refers to the inclusion of new 
populations into existing social structures and to the quality of the way in 
which these new populations are tied to the existing system of social-
economic, juridical and cultural relations. It is a definition that establishes 
integration starting from four fundamental dimensions: structural 
(acquisition of rights and access to legal status), cultural (modification of 
ways of thinking, feeling, organizing life, etc.), social (social relations) and 
identity (formation of feelings of belonging and identification). Our study 
concentrates on this last dimension. But the integration of identity is tied 
inextricably to the other aspects of integration to the extent that they all 
contribute to the formation of feelings of belonging and identification. The 
ideal term for emphasizing this interdependence is “negative gaze”.2 The 
use of this term aims to show the evidence of the identities preestablished 
by the social environment with regard to the young people of the second 
generation. This preestablished vision even casts doubt on the principle of 
                                                 
2 The term “negative gaze” is ours, but it conforms to the article by Inaki Garcia 
Borrego that considers the designation “child of immigrant,” used to refer to the 
second generation as the attribution of a “stigmatizing identity.” Cf., Garcia 
Borrego, I., Los hijos de inmigrantes como tema sociológico: la cuestión de la 
“segunda generación” in Andulli: revista Andaluza de Ciencias Sociales, Vol. 3, 





the equality of opportunity among the youth. As formulated by C. and G. 
Suarez Orozco from the metaphor of the “toxic glare”,3 the representations, 
prejudices and stereotypes that the host society has of these young people 
shapes the identity that they have constructed themselves. 
 As for the term “Identity”, Taylor’s reflection on the problem of 
identity formation remains a veritable wealth of comprehension.4 He 
begins from the idea according to which identity, even if it pertains to the 
culture of authenticity proper to the individual, is constructed in relation to 
others. He asserts a categorical difference between a conventional or 
artificial identity and an authentic identity that is proper to the person’s 
nature. This authentic identity is influenced by the surroundings in which 
the person is both situated and evolving (family, geographical location, 
etc.). For him, the differences in our identity cannot be conceived without 
relationships with others. I establish and realize myself as “I” because they 
[the others] are present in their difference. To that end, Taylor maintains 
that “[a] self can never be described without reference to those who 
surround it . . . My self-definition is understood as an answer to the question 
Who I am. And this question finds its original sense in the interchange of 
speakers.”5 That is, the other confronts me in his or her intrinsic difference 
from the moment that I postulate myself as an “existing I”. 
 Taylor continues by emphasizing that this relation that one allows 
oneself to describe as a “confligere involuntario”6 (“involuntary conflict”) 
permits me to exist as myself in a certain meaningful way. No “I” can exist 
alone; our existence occurs in the contact and encounter with others. Such 
contact is established in language. Now this is the fruit of a relation with 
others. The other opens us to the knowledge of language in education. 
 The “I” learns to grasp reality in things through language even if this 
reality is still abstract; the infantile “I” can, on the basis of what is said, 
establish representations of this reality. Often, he or she won’t even need 
to since it is on the basis of what he or she perceives that his or her dialogue 
with the other or with socializers—in the case of the infant—proceeds. 
                                                 
3 Suarez-Orozco G. and Suarez-Orozco D., La infancia de la inmigración. 
Madrid: Morata, 2003. The Spanish term is “espejo toxico”. 
4 Taylor, C., Sources of the Self: The Making of Modern Identity (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1989).  
5 Ibid., p.35. 
6 What we are calling “involuntary conflict”, in relation to migration, concerns 
the weakening of cultural identity and well-being.  





Taylor asserts that “There is no way we could be inducted into personhood 
except by being initiated into a language. We first learn our languages or 
moral and spiritual discernment by being brought into an ongoing 
conversation by those who bring us up.”7 
 In this dialogue with the other, in the educational framework of this 
shared authority between student and teacher, the young person receives 
the elements and values for his or her debut and development in society. 
He or she receives older adults in a world that already seems old: the 
elements that will build his or her identity in relation to society, the 
elements that will permit him or her to become part of the culture without 
being in conflict with it. As Piotte emphasizes: 
 
No one can be self-determining in an independent manner. Human 
existence is fundamentally dialogical. In order to identify one’s 
own identity, each human being must acquire different modes of 
expression from the language of other people. We are initiated in 
these languages by exchanges with those closest to us, those who 
are most important to our upbringing.8 
 
 
And so, the infant shares some values with his or her closest family in the 
development of his or her own authentic and autonomous identity. In this 
sense, our identity does not come out of nowhere; its starting point is an 
original basis transmitted by others and enlarged today by the various 
media. 
 In this way, Pleite recognizes the important role of the spoken word 
that can increase our good judgment. He emphasizes equally, however, the 
challenge that the power of the spoken word represents to the migratory 
reality in a Europe faced with the permanent danger of a negative use of 
speech. It can devolve into a probable stigmatization that generates 
difference, enmity and hate between persons: “words have the power to 
create and the power to destroy. The future is in words.”9 
                                                 
 
8 Piotte, J.M., les neuf clés de la modernité, Québec, Amérique, 2001, pp. 221-
222. 
9 F. Guadamilas Pleite, Europa entre el miedo y la hospitalidad, Cantabria, Sal 





 In fact, the means of communication and the policies of migratory 
restrictions have made the migratory reality responsible for all the 
problems encountered by European societies.  In this way, migration is 
evidently tied to the phenomenon of illegality. The phenomenon of 
migrants who jump the barriers at the border or those who enter by boat 
have been presented as constituting the totality of migrants. Consequently, 
this has provoked a suspicious gaze on all migrants as being illegal. But 
reality has shown that more than 80% of illegal migrants entered the 
country legally as tourists or students.10 
 Given the link established between migration and illegality, one can 
add that between migration and the informal economy. Migrants with 
illegal status cannot work. In a period of crisis, the probability of a 
precarious and illegal employment rises. Migrant workers are constrained 
to accept work in difficult and unfair conditions and especially with 
undeclared wages. By tying migration to the informal economy, migrants 
see themselves also tied to a conception of their presence in the 
marketplace of workers. This creates a large exposition of the xenophobia 
of the indigenous population that sees there the cause of its own 
unemployment.11 
 Another link connected to the phenomenon of migration is 
criminality. It’s therefore not new to hear rhetoric or follow news that ties 
migration to the increase in violence in European society. The truth is that 
such a declaration is established uniquely on the basis of figures relative to 
the number of arrested individuals. However, it omits saying that such 
arrests take place not because of crimes committed by migrants, but rather 
because they are in the country illegally in many cases. 
 Returning to the question of identity, according to Taylor our identity, 
once defined, does not remain fixed. It is maintained in contact with others 
in the various engagements undertaken. This sharing of feelings with those 
closest to us comforts our identity; it helps us define ourselves and enables 
                                                 
10 Checa Olmos, F., “Las migraciones como fenómeno sociocultural. Una 
apuesta para su comprehension”, in Escarpin, M. J., Vargas, M. D., (eds.), La 
inmigración en la sociedad actual. Una visión desde las ciencias sociales, 
Alicante, Librería Compas, 1999, pp. 174-175. 
11 The argument according to which foreigners steal work from the local 
population depends on the idea that employment is something fixed and that 
consequently the immigrant who works occupies a post that a native can no 
longer occupy. This is an unjustified declaration. 





us to feel human among other humans. Far from being obstacles, others 
serve as rocks on whom we can count as often as necessary for support 
because we enter into contact with them and truly and sincerely share with 
them who we ourselves are. They will be this aid, this invisible or visible 
hand that will be able to help us on the path that defines us, that defines our 
identity. 
 What is more, our identity is attested to by the presence of the other. 
The act by which we conceive of ourselves as members of a particular 
culture presupposes the presence of other cultures that in the definition of 
our “us” we both exclude and include. Those that are excluded also attest 
to our identity. And so, identity formation is not elaborated individually in 
a monologic sense, but also in a dialogue of transmission and reception of 
values and beliefs that constitute the culture. As Aristotle emphasized, the 
human being is essentially sociable, called to a “living with” that defines 
its “zoon politikos”. For this reason, human identity in its elaboration and 
self-fulfilment necessitates the judgment of others in order to journey 
toward humanity’s common vocation, a humanity enriched by a plurality 
of cultural identities.  
 In general, the term “Second Generation” has been used broadly with 
regard to immigrant children born both in the host country and those who 
arrived as infants.12 In the specialized university literature of Europe and 
North America, the term is used in its original and more restricted meaning 
to designate immigrant children born in the host country. 
 Spanish researchers have preferred using the terms “child of 
immigrants” or “children from immigrant families” in opposition to the 
negative connotation presupposed by using the expression “second 
generation of immigrants” to a group that has never been displaced.13 In 
this research, our use of the term is established in the same line as the 
specialized university literature, with an age range between 14 and 20 years 
old and without distinguishing the parents’ origins. 
 The studies on the “second generation” first saw the light of day in 
the United States during the 1930s. This study was concerned about the 
dilemma that Rosa M. Izquierdo calls the “double referential mark” of 
                                                 
12 In the academic literatura, this group is called Generation 1.5. 
13 Cf. Aparicio, R., “La integracion de los hijos de los inmigrantes de la llamada 
segunda generación”, IV Congreso de la inmigración en Espana. Ciudadania y 





immigrant children.14 The questions that were interesting to analyses of 
opposing cultural universes, hybrid identities and weaknesses of 
identification were posed in Europe from the perspective of policies of 
integration first understood as assimilation and then as cultural fusion. 
 With the evolution of migratory flux in North America, an interest in 
studies about immigrant children’s difficulties with integration and various 
other studies materialized. We can mention that of Portes and Rumbaut, 
known as “the theory of segmented assimilation”, that of M. Boyd, known 
as “the model centred on success”, focused on academic achievement, or 
equally research carried out by particular countries such as Canada.15 
 In Europe, interest in studies about the integration of immigrant 
children is oriented toward analysis of educational systems, integration in 
the workplace, cultural hybridization and identification with both the host 
society and the society of origin. In our time, increasing globalization 
invites studies calling into question traditional forms of adhesion and 
identification among immigrant children. 
 In brief, our research attempts, using a small sample, to highlight the 
current situation of immigrant families and their children in particular in 
Madrid and principally in the quarter “La Ventilla”. We think that migrants 
and their descendants are part of the Spanish population. Their integration, 
and in particular their feeling of belonging and their identification with the 
host society, is fundamental for social cohesion. In approaching the 
question this way, we are interested in what has been done and continues 
to be done to integrate these families and their children, both in the 
available literature on the question and in studies in order to make it more 
visible and to highlight awareness of the difficulties.  
 In reality, it reflects one of the problems that have evoked much 
interest in recent years. Currently, there exist diverse studies on the 
question of immigrant persons from an interdisciplinary perspective. One 
can equally find inquiries into their degree of satisfaction with the Madrid 
community in general. One study that highlights the problem is that 
realized by Obra Social “la Caixa” in 2014 with the title “Crecer en 
                                                 
14 Rodrirguez, Izquierdo, R. M., la experiencia psicosocial de la inmigración en 
los menores: Retos educativos en La persona mas alla de la Migracion: Manual 
de intervención psicosocial con personas migrantes, Fundacion CeiMigra, 2010, 
p. 205. 
15 Cf. Portes, A. and Rumbaut, R., Immigrant America: A Portrait, Berkeley : 
University of California Press, 1996. 





Espana. La integracion de los hijos de inmigrantes”16. This study has 
brought to light certain precise questions: to what extent does the fact of 
having two cultures influence their identity and their self-esteem? Have 
they been victimized by experiences of discrimination? Do they obtain 
academic and professional results similar to Spanish adolescents of the 
same age? Are there differences between the children of immigrants and 





The objectives of this study are principally the following: 
- Identify the profiles of immigrant children from the “La Ventilla” 
(Madrid) residential area and understand their identity. 
- Measure and evaluate the integration of immigrant children in the 
“La Ventilla” quarter. 
- Find the weaknesses and difficulties that immigrant children 
from “La Ventilla” quarter can encounter in their process of 
integration. 
 




The methodology that serves as the basis of our investigation is the in-
depth interview into the structure and function of various social actors 
implicated in the process of integrating immigrant children (qualitative 
system) and the children themselves. Thanks to a qualitative analysis and 
to these semi-structured, in-depth interviews, the context, life trajectory 
and motivations, as well as the difficulties in integration and identification 
of migrant children in the “La Ventilla” quarter are studied. 
 In addition to these interviews, carried out an analysis of the literature 
and secondary sources as well as a series of observations on the site of local 
life: leisure spaces for the youth on weekends, parties, Sunday street 
markets, the bus and other public spaces. As I mentioned above, there is a 
recent body of literature, inquiries, syntheses, analyses directed by 
                                                 





academic authors and investigations conducted by various agencies on the 
question of the process of integrating immigrant children.  
 In this study, depended on the field work of several social and 
educational entities of the “La Ventilla” quarter, such as the centre Pueblos 
Unidos and the college Padre Piquer, among others.  
 
The Characterization of the Sample for this Study 
 
The results presented below are organized as follows: first, the 
sociodemographic results corresponding to the variables of gender, age, 
place of residence and level of study of those questioned. 
 The sociodemographic results are as follows:  
- Gender: the sample serving our study is comprised of 25 
participants. In total, we had 60% female and 40% male. 
- Age: the age of immigrant participants is between 14 and 22 
years. We added to this group the parents, teachers and other actors 
involved directly or indirectly in the process of integration. 
- Place of Residence: as emphasized from the beginning, the study 
concerns persons that reside in the “La Ventilla” quarter. 
- Level of Study: more than 88% of those questioned are at the level 
of secondary education. The remaining 12% are distributed among 
levels of middle and higher professional education and university 
studies. 
- Place of Birth: as highlighted at the beginning of this study, our 
research is concentrated on persons born in Spain. 
- Residence in Spain: having all been born in Spain, the time of 
residence is between 14 and 22 years. 
- Nationality: 52% of those interviewed are Spanish while 48% 
belong to another nationality. 
- Parents’ Origins: 88% have parents of foreign origin (50% 
coming from Africa), 4% solely the mother and 8% solely the 
father. 
- Parents’ place of Residence: 80% of immigrant persons’ parents 
reside in Spain, while 20% have a father residing outside of 
Madrid. 
- Place of Study and Interrelations in the academic Milieu: 52% of 
those questioned are students in public school and 40% are 
students at the Padre Piquer Center. The majority of respondents 





(76%) report receiving equal treatment with other students while 
16% report receiving different treatment because they are strangers 




Our results are cantered on the area of identity. However, the questionnaire 
utilized for the interviews in the study covered the four fundamental 
dimensions of integration. The interrelation of other dimensions with this 
one signifies that we are unable to not be interested in them. Indeed, it is 
difficult to speak about studies and the integration into the labour market 
without referring to feelings of belonging and identification. Likewise, the 
debate over belonging and identification remains abstract without the 
recognition and acquisition of rights and access to positions and status. 
Finally, an environment favourable for developing feelings of belonging 
and identification resides in social relations; the contact with and treatment 




The sense of belonging of families who have obtained a certain stability in 
Spain, associated with a perception of a lack of opportunity in their country 
of origin, ensures that the idea of travelling or returning to Spain is hardly 
present in the discourse of the second generation. For those who do speak 
this way, there are different reasons for this desire. Elements that motivate 
this desire include, among others, familial and religious roots. On the one 
hand, for Muslim families the more or less Christian character of Spain, 
for them, associated with the negative stereotypes about Muslims 
transmitted by the media, presents the desire to go home as a door to more 
security. For example, some children have been victims of numerous 
discriminatory situations for the sole reason of being “black”, Arab “moro” 
[moor] and having a beard.17 [Police] Interrogation occurs with the 
obligation of showing documentation twice in the same place in less than 
an hour. 
                                                 
17 According to those interviewees, the expressions “black” and “moro” are 





 On the other hand, in the area of employment, the parents of 
interviewed children do not deny the presence of various difficulties in 
learning the language at the beginning of their arrival. However, they 
consider this difficulty as not having a real impact on the integration of 
their children. Nevertheless, one element that they do consider to be 
important today in the process of integration is their status and, by 
extension, that of their children, on the job market. According to them, it 
is still possible to see strongly inscribed in the mentality of some Spanish 
people that immigrants and their children take over the jobs belonging to 
Spaniards. However, the reality is that immigrants and their children, 
compared to natives, occupy less qualified jobs that pay less.18 This is a 
situation that is aggravated by the economic crisis. Given this crisis and 
their weak level of qualification, immigrant children encounter great 
difficulties in entering the workplace. As a consequence, the attitude of the 
population that they consider to be closed off to them is an important 
variable in their decision to return to their home country. 
 For those for whom such rhetoric is almost absent, we can present 
their reality with a doubly differentiated biographical itinerary: the first 
group are those who believe in investing in academic capital (attainment 
of university diplomas) as the means of social mobility (realization of one’s 
expectations); the second group are those who enter the work place very 
quickly (at the end of their obligatory schooling) by following the path of 
their parents and according to the needs of their families. 
 Citing the study “Crecer en Espana. Le integracion de los hijos de 
inmigrantes (2014)”, 53% of the second generation aspire to attend 
university, whereas only 23% are confident of success by taking into 
account their families’ modest incomes. Interviews with teachers in 
secondary schools and other centres of study confirm the existence of this 
gap between immigrant children’s aspirations and expectations. Despite 
the good will of some, immigrant children’s academic levels and 
consequent results are very weak. According to some parents, this is 
justified by the fact that the structure of opportunities is apparently not the 
same between their children and natives.  
 Studies such as those undertaken by Jesus Labrador Fernandez, Maria 
Rosa Blanco Puga and Miguel Alberto Ortiz Valdez emphasize that this 
                                                 
18 We use the term “native” to designate Spaniards with a family history going 
back several generations to avoid any confusion with migrant children born in 
Spain. 





situation is predictable from the paradoxical idea of the specialization of 
certain educational centres for immigrants and the disadvantaged, which 
has led to the creation of schools with a different sociocultural status that 
risk becoming a ghetto.19 Some teachers from a support centre in the 
quarter justify this weak level by the lack of requirements and rigor of the 
Spanish educational system in the public schools. According to numerous 
studies on the question of migration, this gap is very important with regard 
to the feeling of frustration that it can generate in these young people as 
well as their feelings of belonging.20  
 On the other hand, it is important to emphasize that immigrant 
children are not only frustrated in their aspirations but also in their 
identifications. Although they may have been here for many years (in 
Spain) and were also born in Spain, these young people are always 
identified as Spanish with an asterisk, as Nacho Carretero emphasizes.21 
The most evident example is the experience of Laila Sherroukh, daughter 
of Moroccans, a Muslim and journalism student at Complutense 
University: 
 
Once in class we were debating about the monarchy. A teacher 
was monarchist and almost all the students were against that. I 
raised my hand and I opined against monarchy. The teacher asked 
me: where are you from? I said: Spain. And the teacher told me: 
yes, but from where? I didn’t like that, so I said: Madrid. And he 
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insisted: but your family, where does your family come from? In 
the end, I told him what he wanted to hear, that they came from 
Morocco, and I knew that he was asking to tell me something about 
the Moroccan monarchy. He told me something about Mohamed 
VI and I thought, “But what do you tell me about Mohamed VI, if 
I’m Spanish and I’m giving my opinion about my monarchy? I 
have no idea of Mohamed VI!22 
 
As the interviews emphasize, at school and mainly in the street, some 
students who are the children of immigrants are stigmatized because of 
their different nature. This reveals a situation that has to be worrying to the 
extent that it is about the place of fundamental as well as daily experience 
to the formation of identity. 
 As comes through in the interviews conveying diverse social 
experiences, the feeling of these young people’s parents of being “treated 
like strangers” by the natives has an important impact on these youths’ 
comprehension of their own identity. These children perceive the treatment 
that their parents receive and the distance that separates them from the host 
society. Some parents describe their relations with the natives at their 
workplace as a relation permeated with negative stereotypes of identity. 
According to some parents, some Spanish cities exhibit a large number of 
attitudes characterized by stigmatization and discrimination with regard to 
those who, even if they are already Spanish and well established for years, 
are still considered to be “strangers” because of their different origin.23 
Some of them fear that this characterization may be present in the 
designation “child of immigrant” attributed to their children. However, in 
reality what does one understand by “stranger” and by “native”? 
 At first glance, the “stranger” is perceived as such because of his or 
her different geographical origin, linguistic and cultural differences, and 
ethnic self-consciousness. All these characteristics pertain to someone in 
the framework of a new territory with a certain number of rights. And so, 
the fundamental difference that is established between “native” and 
“stranger” is the fact that in the very midst of life, the native reveals his or 
her authentic identity and relationship with whom he or she merges. The 
“stranger,” meanwhile, reveals him or herself as other, the one who is 
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different in language, manner of living and doing. He or she is in a total 
break with reality as the other who is not like me, who cannot serve as a 
reference point because of his or her inauthenticity. He or she is everything 
that is “strangeness personified” in the midst of a group of natives.24 
 In a reading about the organization of the Greek polis, the “stranger” 
appears to us as one of whom we must be suspicious because in his or her 
difference, he or she is revealed as an “enemy of nature” likely to subjugate 
us. And this is perceived at various levels in the agreement regarding the 
status of citizen to the Greeks since they are the ones by nature and 
excellence who are worthy of such rights. Such an attitude conveys a clear 
and evident negation of all difference and the inconvenience of creating a 
situation of coexistence, a self-assertion of the other, a claim to a right of 
difference in an ethnic conflict at the heart of the society itself.  
 The particularity of our case resides in the fact that the one who is 
considered to be a “stranger” is the “immigrant child” who, as we’ve 
already emphasized, is not necessarily born in a country other than this one, 
but whose parents are originally from another country. She or he is the one 
who, even though he or she shares the same citizen status as everyone else, 
reveals him or herself in his or her ethnic or cultural differences to be an 
other who is not identical to us and who remains inauthentic as a result. In 
this sense, the stranger identifies as a stranger with a multiplicity of faces 
and a diversity of states, going from the state of a marginalized group to 
one that is privileged. Such a consideration makes it difficult to identify 
these young people with the host society of their parents. This is what Rosa 
M. Izquierdo emphasizes: 
 
Younger immigrants perceive that most of the citizens of the host 
society don’t welcome them or their parents, with pleasure and, in 
reality, despise them or consider that they don’t deserve so many 
possibilities. The identification with a culture which rejects you 
has psychological costs that, as a general rule, are paid with the 
currency of shame, doubt and, as a consequence, that abhorrence 
of the system that treats them thus.25 
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The Social Dimension 
 
There is no direct personal problem at the relational level with others even 
though the family remains at a distance from its neighbours. Contrary to 
the parents, the children have a simpler and more convivial contact with 
them. According to Muslim parents, and in contradiction to their children, 
the fact of wearing the signs of their Muslim beliefs (the father’s beard and 
the mother’s veil) makes contact with the neighbours difficult. 
Consequently, they engage more often in friendly relations with other 
foreigners than with the Spanish. For their part, the children have Spanish 
friends without any difficulty. 
 Apart from the schools, places of leisure are the best places of contact 
and possible interaction with native youths. In this domain, both groups 
(native and second-generation children) discover one another and establish 
the characteristics that determine the one and the other in the social space. 
Interviewees affirm that they have more ties with Spaniards than with those 
of their parents’ or grandparents’ country of origin. However, observations 
of the reality tell a different story. They reveal that during leisure time, both 
at and outside of school, some young people with immigrant parents form 
a group with people whose parents or grandparents share the same ethnicity 
and nationality as their own.  
 The level of relations with Spaniards, higher than that of other 
countries, suggests to us that this grouping together of persons from the 
same origin is made unconsciously and spontaneously. One element that 
could explain this privileged relation is established by the networks tied to 
the country of origin the families belong to. This privileged relation leads, 
in some cases, to a certain segmentation of space proper to each group that 
enables situations of stigmatization undergone by some young people to 
take shape. It is undeniable that moments of interaction between groups are 




It is very important to emphasize that contact with Spanish society has an 
important impact on traditional cultural considerations in relation to the 
parents’ country of origin. Contrary to their parents, the children have, for 
example, an image of women that is quite different from the current image 
in their parents’ country of origin. The woman is not perceived as a simple 





housewife who has to stay at home, preoccupied with the children and 
dependent on her husband. Her role is envisioned in the decision-making 
reality of the family and also in her equality with men, at least in terms of 
rights and opportunity. One can thus perceive a certain individualization 
by the youth of the second generation in relation to their parents. This 
individualization seems to reside equally in the uniformity of manner and 
dress between native youth and those of the second generation.26 Such an 
individualization has consequences on the construction of identity. Rosa 
M. Izquierdo has written the following: “[Those already born here] on the 
occasion of using their parents’ pattern, apply the expectations of the new 
society on styles and quality of life.”27 
 The importance of the family resides in the fact that it is about the 
most important domain, with that of society, in the construction of identity. 
And often, the opposition between these two zones renders such 
construction difficult. The family’s transnational character plays an 
important role in the construction of identity. Several studies show us that 
the modern processes of migration could bring with them changes in 
parental roles.28 We can clearly identify two important fronts: first of all, 
the paradoxical situation of parents who give body and soul to their work 
so that their children may have greater possibilities to perform socially 
while counteracting them physically, emotionally, and psychologically by 
leaving them to the mercy of a social culture they don’t understand. And 
secondly, the children’s responsibility as their parents’ translators in 
general in order to further a better understanding of the language. This is a 
situation that generally brings with it, for the parents, the loss of adequate 
referents enabling them to understand their society.29  
 Faced with this situation, the children of immigrants may show signs 
of some attitudes of rebellion, submission, depression, lack of adaptation, 
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personality changes, aggression, and responsibility, among others, in the 
process of adaptation. And so, the family loses its essential capacity to 
“create hope;” the consequences on academic, social and subsequent 
progress are evident. 
 The following is what Arendt describes when she says that: 
 
It is precisely in order to preserve that which is new and 
revolutionary in each child that education must be conservative: it 
must protect this newness and introduce it as a new ferment in a 
world already old that, however revolutionary its acts may be, is 
from the point of view of the following generation, outdated and 
close to ruin.30 
 
As a result, in our view, parents’ responsibility towards their children and 
the world implies an attitude of conserving the world. This responsibility 
lies in presenting this world as it is to their children. It is a question of 
education so that “remaining in place is still possible” and that the arrival 
of new generations will lead humanity to a greater perfection.31 
 It is evident that by establishing this rupture between them and their 
children, the adults destroy all responsibility with regard to the onward 
march of the world and even that of their children. The most telling signs 
of such disinterest is the loss of authority manifested in education. It is as 
if the parents conferred upon their children the responsibility to take care 
of the world. However, the children, newly arrived in a much older world, 
must be patient. This impedes, on the one hand, that “the world may 
destroy them” and, on the other hand, that the world is itself destroyed by 
this cohort of “the just arrived that surges upon it”.32 
 The teachers’ responsibility is to present various models to the 
children, assuming the reality of “the world as it is”. They must accept that 
they must tell students “this is your world,” “it isn’t perfect but it is ours 
now and it will be yours soon.”33 To do this is to give the child the 
opportunity to not only know, but to understand and to transform the world. 
Even more, it is to make fully manifest the child’s foundational authority 
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for future generations. In the case of America, the example of this attitude 
is furnished by “Reflections on Little Rock”. In this article, faced with 
segregation, Arendt denounces the federal government’s attitude to begin 
integration everywhere in public schools. This means “to burden children, 
black and white, with the working out of a problem which adults for 




The interviews revealed that a majority of young people consider the 
relation with their parents’ country of origin (in particular those whose 
mother tongue is different from Spanish, as well as the culture, values, 
etc.,) and their own country of birth (Spain with the Spanish language, its 
culture, the possibilities of study and a better life, etc.) under a double 
sense. The parents’ country of origin with its language, culture, and values 
are theirs in terms of identity. Yet the Spain with its Castilian language, 
culture and opportunities are those that permit integration and protect or 
impede all physical and material segregation and insecurity. 
 Another important element concerning the dimension of identity is 
the clear awareness of the plurality of identities among the youth of the 
second generation. The apprehension of this multiplicity of identities for 
its important and total richness of identification requires the recognition 
and respect for this segment of the society. Roca emphasizes this when he 
asserts that: 
 
[Several identities] enable the person to adapt and to be more 
easily included in multicultural contexts. In this sense, the children 
of immigrant parents start from-an advantage in comparison to the 
natives: they develop a great creative capacity in an intercultural 
situation and a sense of double belonging.35 
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Faced with the current multicultural reality with which societies are 
confronted, the requirement of recognizing cultural identity, far from being 
a simple favour, is in reality a vital human need. In order to support this 
assertion, we start with the supposed ties between recognition and identity. 
Two changes are behind this tie. On the one hand, we find the collapse of 
the ancien régime with its corollary of social hierarchies in favour of the 
notion of equal dignity. Honour, accorded without equivocation, is 
followed by the modern idea of human dignity in a universal and 
egalitarian sense. And, on the other hand, the birth of a new concept of 
individual identity under the form of an individualized identity, in its 
context, is an ideal of the authenticity of the human person. This notion of 
authenticity has developed from a displacement of the accent on morality. 
It is no longer in relation to God that that something is true or false; rather, 
this correction is discovered in a return to the subject’s interiority. It opens 
the way to a new self-discovery as a unique human being in his or her 
particularity. Herder accentuates this discovery by applying this idea of 
originality not only to the individual, but also to others who share a culture. 
He maintains that “each of us has an original way of being human: each 
person has his or her own ‘measure’. . . I am called upon to live my life in 
this way, and not in imitation of anyone else’s life”.36 
 But since the human person is a being in contact with and in relation 
to others, such a relation, because it participates in the definition of self, 
also largely defines one’s identity. Taylor take the example of language 
understood in general, comprising both language and words, but equally 
the language of art, gestures, love, etc., affirming that these modes of 
expression do not result solely from encounters and exchanges with others, 
but derive their sense only in this dialogue with others. As a result, our 
identity is constructed in a dialogue with others; human life in itself has a 
fundamentally “dialogical” character. Our ego is “dialogical.” 
 According to Taylor, “The thesis is that our identity is partly shaped 
by recognition or its absence, often by the misrecognition of others”.37 And 
it is precisely on this level that the problem of recognition resides. It 
consists in the fact that “my discovering my own identity doesn’t mean that 
I work it out in isolation, but that I negotiate it through dialogue, partly 
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overt, partly internal, with others. . . and the attempt can fail.”38 The ideal 
authenticity of the human person cannot be admitted as a denial of all 
difference; it even constitutes a kind of imprisonment for certain people as 
a form of deformation and reduction that does not belong to them. As 
Taylor emphasizes: 
 
[Today] race relations and discussions of multiculturalism are 
undergirded by the premise that the withholding of recognition can 
be a form of oppression. . . the understanding of identity and 
authenticity has introduced a new dimension into the politics of 
equal recognition, which now operates with something like its own 
notion of authenticity, at least so far as the denunciation of other-
induced distortions is concerned.39 
 
Concerning the reaction of young people to this “negative gaze,” we can 
observe three principal strategies: both the first and the second consist 
simultaneously in accepting and identifying with the stigmatizing image 
that society has of them, but using different strategies.40 In the first, it is a 
question of identifying with the negative representations that society has 
without any hope of changing them, and with the attendant consequences 
of conflict, marginalization, violence, criminal behaviour, etc. 
 The second part consists in identifying with an image but based on a 
strategy of victimization in interethnic relations in view of trying to make 
the best of their situation. The third strategy is the recognition of the toxic 
image and a conscious and profound attempt to ameliorate and even change 
the situation in their interactions with others. “Our responsibility as 
children of immigrants is to let others have a better idea of who we truly 
are,” in the words of one of the university students interviewed. He adds: 
 
We live in society and as a consequence, what people think of us 
as foreigners is important. We must do things in the most positive 
way to give a real and positive image of who we are. Contact with 
the Spanish population is the appropriate means for realizing such 
a desire. 
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The Impact of Jesuit Higher Education on the Question 
 
I would like to begin this section of my work by mentioning a sentence of 
the Superior General, Arturo Sosa, during the global meeting of Jesuit 
universities. In his speech of July 10, 2018, the Superior General began by 
asserting the following:  
 
The growing commitment of the Society of Jesus in the university 
work acquires its meaning in the desire to contribute effectively to 
make possible a dignified life that is fulfilling for each and every 
human being, in the present and in the future.41 
 
 According to the Superior General, the university is inserted in a 
concrete social and cultural reality. In this sense, it experiences that which 
characterizes life in this social and cultural reality and attempts to respond 
to it. And this is uniquely possible if it is capable of having a loving regard 
on the world and its history. The Superior General of the Jesuits describes 
this labour as follows:  
 
Adopting this perspective represents a considerable 
epistemological challenge for our scientific work that seeks to 
penetrate reality, discover the roots of injustice and contribute to a 
proposal to find alternatives in order to advance economic and 
social transformation. A vision that also becomes a pedagogical 
challenge to our teaching so that we are capable of transmitting the 
life that comes from it. From this way of seeing, of locating 
ourselves before the reality, we embody the preferential option for 
the poor, by which the university becomes a project of social 
transformation capable of generating a fulfilling life.42 
 
Jesuit institutions of higher education can play an important role in 
changing the mentalities and the situation of these young people, the 
children of immigrants. They can do it through centres that develop the 
work of reflection, study and publications, as the case, for example, in 
Spain with the University Institute for the Study of Migration (IUEM, 
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Comillas-Madrid), or the Centre Ellacuria of Bilbao. But this endeavour, 
in order to be effective, cannot be realized alone without collaboration and 
networking. As the General Congregation 36 of the Jesuits describes it: 
 
Discernment, collaboration and networking offer three important 
perspectives on our contemporary way of proceeding. As the 
Society of Jesus is an “international and multicultural body” in a 
complex, “fragmented and divided world,” attention to these 
perspectives helps to streamline governance and make it more 
flexible and apostolically effective. 43 
 
Given this fact, the Pontifica Comillas University will direct a large 
research project for the European Union (EU) that will lay the basis for the 
future common and long-term policy of the integration of immigrant 
children. The university’s Institute for the Study of Migration (IUEM) will 
be the principal responsible party: it will direct a consortium of research 
together with our eleven partners from seven countries (Spain, Italy, 
Greece, Ireland, Belgium, the Dominican Republic, and Germany). 
 In the lines that follow, we hope to propose briefly what can appear, 
from our perspective, to be the impact of Jesuit higher education as a 
response to the reality of the integration of the children of migrants. 
 
Education for an Opening to Diversity and Inclusion 
 
Our study emphasizes the importance of treating explicitly and repeatedly 
the problems of discrimination and the social labels at the heart of and 
coming from the school, offering respect for the other and for local 
education, creating spaces of encounter between young people and 
designating certain individuals as people pupils or students can turn to for 
help. 
 In order to learn how to live together in the twenty-first century, the 
policies of integration must take into account these new situations and 
accept the cultural diversity as a source of riches. Education must be a true 
challenge in this new context of intercommunication and contact that 
traverse the world, which has enlightened the ethnic, cultural, and 
                                                 
43 CG 36, Decree 2, number 3: 





linguistic diversity that will characterize the world going forward. In fact, 
the promotion of an actual social cohesion and coexistence should be one 
of the principal objectives of a formal, inclusive, and intercultural 
education. Intercultural education, which, by extension, is the training of a 
cultural identity that goes far beyond the simple transmission of a cultural 
patrimony, is an opening, for us, to the richness of diversity that represents 
humanity. It gives us a global vision of the possibilities to realize our 
“living with”. The task of educational institutions is thus redefined through 
this encounter between education, culture, and migration. It is not limited, 
in this sense, to its character of training to become knowledgeable, but is 
established as a place where we become aware of the dialogical character 
of our identity, our cultural diversity—a creative space of hope. The big 
contribution of the universities to the Jesuits will consist in this perspective 
of endowing people with “a superior comprehensive, profound and 
transformative knowledge.” 
 
Not only, therefore, a scientific knowledge: a knowledge about 
something, but a knowledge that leads the person to adopt an 
attitude of permanent search before the big questions and, even 
more, that leads the person to empathy, to compassion before any 
human being and an attitude of respect of nature as a gift and, even 
more, to the Ignatian principle of seeking and finding God in all 
things.44 
 
If it is essential that students and teachers become aware of the complexity 
of diversity, it is also important to understand that it is a task that goes 
beyond the framework of formal education and concerns the totality of 
society. This is so because the school, like every educational institution, is 
but one of the components of this society. For example, it will not be 
possible to train pupils to become tolerant and respect differences if, 
outside of school, they experience attitudes and behaviours that contradict 
the school’s teaching. As Edgar Morin writes;  
 
If, for example, the school teaches values like “solidarity,” 
[multiculturalism] and “equality,” while such values are 
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considered to be marginal outside of school, it will not be possible 
to expect positive results. It would be equally hypocritical “to 
teach” individuals how to behave in society if one does not teach 
these same students the structure, mechanisms and effect of that 
society.45 
 
This education is primarily in the family. The parents must be the 
mediators in the construction of their children’s identities. According to 
Hervé Carrier, the family must “in every project of cultural policy, be 
considered as the privileged foundation where popular wisdom is 
communicated and enriched, where ethical and spiritual values are 
cultivated that confer all their dignity on a living culture.46 
 The accent must be placed on the basic education of the family that is 
in charge of and responsible for our existential future because the person, 
from birth on, acquires and interiorizes those aspects of the culture in his 
or her family, which in turn moulds him or her. Thus, the family can help 
children to overcome negative social representations and images. 
However, there are families that have lived, and continue to live, with 
negative experiences in the host society. In this sense, they become the 
vector that broadens strategies of defense and marginalization of children 
against the same society. This situation makes evident the importance of 
being attentive to integration and, in particular, to the regularization of 
policy (equality, citizenship, etc.) and law (access to fundamental rights) 
of immigrant families. And here is the importance of a civil society 
mobilized from campaigns of public advocacy and the defence of 
fundamental rights for all. 
 
Active Participation and Leadership 
 
The third strategy developed by the youth as a response to the toxic image 
of society can consist in multiplying the initiatives of encounter in which 
immigrant children make contact with and share all the riches they have 
with natives and also receive those from the host country. This could put 
an end to stereotypes and stigmatizations that originate in fearful and 
rejecting behaviours. 
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 Administrations also play an important role in promoting a perception 
and positive attitude with regard to immigrants and/or their children. It is 
not solely a question of a policy of integration or a center of participation 
and integration but also an equalization of rights and opportunities between 
children of immigrants and natives. Access, not only to services, but also 
to all political and social spaces of participation, creates the necessary 
conditions before the children of immigrants can exercise an active 
citizenship and feel themselves to be an integrated part of society. As 
Arturo Sosa emphasizes: 
 
(…) citizenship is that facet of our human existence through which 
the individual becomes a person by recognizing others as their 
equals in terms of dignity and rights, no longer as inferior and 
despicable beings, which must be eliminated because they don’t 
deserve to be among us, neither as competitors or potential 
enemies that must be eliminated because they are a threat. Citizen 
awareness leads us to see others as people who, from their 
diversity, contribute to the common life of all, as companions on 
the road, necessary for everyone to have a fulfilling life.47 
 
The Jesuits’ responsibility, with its institutions of higher learning, will thus 
consist in training a universal citizenship. In this way,  
 
Acquiring universal citizenship would be one of the fruits of 
studying or working in an educational institution of the Society of 
Jesus. It is one of the constituent dimensions of the person that we 
propose and accompany during their training. In addition, it is 
necessary to provoke the conditions to listen to the call to public 
service as a personal commitment. The vocation to direct 
commitment in politics is a vocation of service to reconciliation 
and justice that is both necessary and complex. Opening this 
possibility in the lives of some is part of our educational task. 
Accompanying the formation of those who choose to serve in 
politics is one of the greatest contributions we can make to the 
improvement of human societies in all parts of the world.48 
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In the end, it is more than necessary to elaborate a politics favourable to 
access to education and training for leadership for new generations. In the 
Society, “we propose to educate consistent people, responsible for 
themselves and also for others and the land in which we live,49 but above 
all, “the university education offered by the Society of Jesus wants to be 
open to all and is called to make special efforts to reach the marginalized, 
impoverished, refugees and displaced persons because of the unjust social 





After having made this study, we dare say that there is a correlation 
between the organization of the principal institutions at the structural level, 
the definition of the society regarding immigration, and the manner of 
integration by the interviewees’ parents. These elements are important 
variables regarding immigrant children’s construction of identity (their 
sense of belonging and identification). 
 In conformity with Aparicio’s and Portes’s study, “Crecer en Espana. 
La integracion de los hijos de inmigrantes,” the majority of the youth, the 
interviewed children of immigrants, develop a strong sense of integration 
and a certain adaptation to Spanish culture: culture and gastronomy that 
they admire, respect and love. For them, the level of interrelation with the 
Spanish people is very good, even if the level of observation, the reality is 
different. They appreciate equally the possibility of possessing two 
cultures and adding identities. However, the strong perception of 
identification with their parents’ country of origin is a variable that should 
be taken into account when implementing the general policy of integration. 
Concerning the latter, the young people have the feeling of being 
integrated. We can claim this on the basis of the higher level of 
interrelations between the young people with immigrant fathers and native 
youth. This relation helps them to feel integrated even beyond isolated 
situations of rejection and racism that can be encountered. We think that 
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the layout of the neighbourhood and the presence of diverse institutions of 
support available to immigrant families play an important role in this sense. 
 Our study supports the perception that the term “foreigner” as an 
archetype, as well as other specific stereotypes (Moor, Black, Arab, etc.) 
used to designate their parents in the workplace and in some cases 
themselves, has as a consequence the idea that, according to them, can be 
summarized as follows: “as far as immigrants are concerned, we want them 
as a dirt-cheap and useful helping hand or when they are in possession of 
a fortune. Other than that, they have no value.” In this sense, these young 
people live in a continuous tension between exclusion (marked by the 
absence of rights and recognition of their parents and loved ones) and 
integration (as Spanish by birth and in possession of the nationality). 
 The problems in this domain exert a clear influence on the educational 
milieu and could make integration impossible. Faced with an employment 
situation with few options for them, there is the possibility of young people 
becoming discouraged while still in school. This would assume the 
reduction in academic success and would perhaps justify the tendency of 
some to abandon academics after obtaining their high school diploma. 
 In truth, receiving immigrants is different from welcoming them. We 
believe that if we remain merely at the necessity of receiving immigrants 
for their economic, demographic, developmental impact, etc., we diminish 
a fundamental element of the human dimension, leaving in place its simple 
instrumentalization. This does not guarantee a true integration with respect 
to the dignity and equality between people. Most important of all is the 
change of the vision (personal and social) with regard to the other from a 
perspective of need and interest.  
 The integration of immigrant children is important not only because 
it is useful or practical, but also because they are part of Spanish identity. 
This is the big question of “living together”. If it is important to provide a 
new characterization of immigrant reality, the government’s and state’s 
task consists in facilitating a more humane and inclusive process of 
integration that is also more discerning. Perhaps it ought to rethink 
migratory policy at levels of community, nation, and effective social 
integration in order to avoid or anticipate situations of discrimination and 
the feeling of not belonging that lead to tension and violence. 
 In conclusion, we can say that a country’s position vis-à-vis 
immigration influences feelings of belonging and identification with this 
country. And so, until recently Spain was not identified as a country of 





immigration; nationality was not accorded to the children of migrants 
except in special cases. Today, these children are called “children of 
immigrant persons”. It is clear that these young people exhibit a reticence 
to identify themselves completely as Spanish and therefore retain an equal 
sense of identification with the country of origin, despite the fact the some 
of them are still not acquainted with it. This is a situation that for many of 
them will be changed by a policy that is more open to diversity. 
 As for the effect this research has had on me, we should emphasize 
that this study and the diverse activities it has proposed to me have allowed 
me to realize progress in my own integration since my arrival here in Spain. 
One element that emerges from different interviews is the cultural diversity 
and the rhythm of integration. Like me, each migrant family has its history 
of integration established from the tension between identifying with the 
home country or the host country or country of birth. This cultural in-
between could be a richness in terms of identity if it is open to the other 
and recognized reciprocally by him or her. Each person, by his or her 
originality, enriches humanity by his or her contact with the other. 
Difference must not be a source of discord or division, but a source of 
progress for humanity. Difference opens up the innovation and 
unpredictability that the world constructs. It is a question of the importance 
of a contextual anthropology51 and the necessity of an intercultural 
dialogue of integration.52 
 
Translated from the French by Dr Marie Baird (Duquesne University) 
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WHERE HANDS DON’T TOUCH: A BIOSOCIAL ETHICAL 
ANALYSIS OF THE EBOLA OUTBREAK 
AND MEDICAL INTERVENTION IN WEST AFRICA 
 
 
Stan Chu Ilo1 
 
“My niece, Francila Kollie, and my cousin, Jounpu Lowea, both nurses, 
became infected at work. While they were able to receive treatment, they 
died in late July. So many of my close friends, university classmates, and 
colleagues have also died in recent months. Because there is no cure, we 
provide supportive care to patients, in the form of food, hydration, and 
basic treatment of symptoms. If treated early enough, their chances of 
survival are much better. I cannot stand aside and watch my people die. 
But I, along with my colleagues here, cannot fight Ebola alone. We have 
seen so many patients die. And they die alone, terrified, and without their 
loved ones at their side. We are trying to treat as many people as we can, 
but there are not nearly enough treatment centers and patient beds. We have 
to turn people away. And they are dying at our front door. Right now, as I 
speak, people are sitting at the gates of our centers, literally begging for 
their lives.  They rightly feel alone, neglected, denied – left to die a 
horrible, undignified death…We do not have the capacity to respond to this 
crisis on our own. If the international community does not stand up, we 
will be wiped out. We need your help. We need it now.”2 
Introduction 
 
The goal of this essay is to explore the ethical issues in the spread of Ebola 
Virus Disease (EVD) in West Africa between 2013 and 2015. The paper 
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will also analyse the legacies of the biomedical knowledge and medical 
interventions in Africa which perpetuate health inequities with negative 
consequences on human wellbeing in Africa. I will argue that the slow 
international solidarity which was so glaringly evident during the West 
African EVD outbreak, reinforced the negative and racialized 
representations of African peoples and cultures in planning and designing 
the framework and practices for global health and human development. 
This neglect and negative representation of Africa highlight the need for a 
more pro-active and holistic approach to healthcare and human security in 
Africa by African governments, churches, and private sectors. Effective 
healthcare ministries in Africa must address the challenges of recurrent 
epidemics like Ebola, HIV/AIDS and cholera as well as vector-borne 
diseases like malaria, high infant and maternal mortality all of which 
contribute in lowering the life expectancy in most African countries. Using 
the bio-social theological ethics as a conceptual framework, theessay will 
conclude by proposing how churches in Africa could work with African 
governments and other stakeholders in improving healthcare delivery in 
Africa. I propose that effective healthcare should be prioritized over the 
burgeoning Pentecostal and charismatic healing ministries and the constant 
cry of Africa for aid and humanitarian intervention from Europe and North 
America.  
 My contention in this essay is that if the search for abundant life—
human and cosmic flourishing—is the goal of religion in Africa, the 
conditions which promote health and wellbeing should become a central 
concern for theological studies in Africa as well as in the proclamation of 
the Gospel in the continent. Indeed, the question which foregrounds this 
essay is this: Why should our Christian communities embrace any 
proclamation of the Gospel or any African theology if such a theology or 
proclamation does not give them hope for life and wholeness? This is so 
significant because most Africans are surrounded by the so-called double-
burden of diseases in Africa—the increase in cases of infectious diseases 
like EVD, HIV/AIDS and cholera, and the scourge of malaria and typhoid 
fever as well as the high incidence of chronic non-communicable diseases 
like diabetes, high blood pressure, cancer, and cardiovascular diseases all 
of which spread death, fear, despair, and sadness. Failed and inefficient 
healthcare systems in both public, private, and church hospitals in many 
African countries are only but one facet of the absence of institutional 
structures for sustainable human and cosmic flourishing in the continent. 




A church which sees her mission as being an instrument for mediating 
integral salvation to God’s people in Africa can no longer ignore the failure 
of the public health sector. Such a church should not turn a blind eye to the 
pervasive poverty, global injustice, and structural violence on which these 
failed healthcare systems are built and the millions of lives which are lost 
every year in the continent because of this sad reality.   
 
 
Ebola in Africa: A Short History of a Lethal Infectious Disease 
 
Between December 2013, when the outbreak of EVD was first reported, 
and September 2015, more than 27,000 cases were reported with 11000 
reported deaths. It was, according to experts, the worst Ebola outbreak in 
history because in less than six months after the first case was reported it 
had spread to three capitals of three African countries—Conakry, 
Monrovia, and Free Town. In terms of the recorded number of affected 
persons, countries involved, and longest persistent transmission, the West 
African strain of the Ebola disease was the deadliest and the most 
destructive. The epicenter of the disease was Liberia and Sierra Leone. 3  
 According to Roca, Afolabi, Saidu and Kampmann, the first outbreak 
of Ebola disease occurred in Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of 
Congo) in 1976 and was named after the Ebola River in the area where the 
disease was first found. That same year, a different strain of the disease 
occurred in Sudan. “Since 1976, more than 25 known outbreaks of EV have 
occurred in Africa, and five different EV species have been identified. 
Currently, EV haemorrhagic fever remains a plague for the population of 
equatorial Africa, with an increase in the number of outbreaks and causes 
since 2000…The previous largest outbreak occurred in Uganda in 2000 
and involved 425 persons, less than 2% of the affected subjects in the 
current outbreak.”4 In the past outbreaks, according to Roca et al., the 
disease was confined to rural and isolated areas in Central Africa, without 
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spreading to the urban areas. In the West African outbreak, it spread more 
in densely populated urban areas and then to some rural communities. 
 Ebola is a disease which is spread through body contact with body 
fluids of a symptomatic Ebola patient. It is highly contagious and kills 
more than 90% of those who are infected with this lethal virus. The 
case/fatality rates (CFR) range from 41% to 89% depending on the strain 
of the Ebola virus. Five main strains have been identified by scientists—
Zaire, Sudan, Bundibugyo, Tai Forest, and Reston—with the Zairean strain 
being the deadliest in terms of the number of fatalities.5 The West African 
strain of the disease—a type of the Zairean strain—was not the deadliest, 
but the number of deaths was higher in West Africa because of failed 
healthcare systems in the sub-region and failed and delayed humanitarian 
intervention by the international community. With limited access to 
primary healthcare and the slow response of the international community, 
the disease spread rapidly in the West African sub-region at the pace of 
between 400-500 every week. As Boozary, Farmer and Jha argued 
 
If the Ebola virus surfaced in Boston or Toronto, there is little 
doubt that their health systems, despite shortcomings, could 
effectively contain and then eliminate the disease with far lower 
case-fatality rates than those reported now in West Africa. Why 
the disparity when there is no proven drug or vaccine available? 
The answer lies not with the virus, but in the collective failure to 
ensure the availability of adequate health care, staff, resources, and 
systems required for the delivery of high-quality healthcare. The 
Ebola epidemic has placed this failure into stark relief, exposing 
the pathology of chronic neglect amid broad global inequities.6  
 
This position was also supported by Afolabi, Saidu, and Kampmann who 
write as follows:  
 
Although international response eventually occurred, it only arose 
when the epidemic was already out of control and had been 
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considered an international public health threat. An additional 
trigger for the international response was the appearance of cases 
in the United States and Europe. Suddenly, it became obvious that 
Ebola poses an urgent threat not only to West Africa but also to 
the international community at large.7  
 
 Boozary, Farmer, and Jha present important data to support their 
position on the failures of the international response and the ineffective 




Why Ebola? Why Africa? 
 
First, in terms of staff, Boozary, Farmer and Jha argue that there was a 
shocking absence of trained healthcare workers—community health 
workers, nurses, and qualified physicians. A good example is Liberia, 
which had a broken healthcare system before the outbreak and was 
recovering from over a decade of war and political and social upheavals. 
According to them: “even before the outbreak, Liberia’s 4.3 million people 
were served by just 51 physicians—fewer than many clinical units in a 
typical major US teaching hospital.”8 Sierra Leone, on the other hand, has 
two physicians per 100,000 people and spends $96 per person a year on 
health, compared with 245 physicians per 100,000 people and $8895 in 
annual health expenditures in the United States.9  
 Second, there was the absence of healthcare resources. Boozary, 
Farmer, and Jha strongly disagree with the claim that providing vaccines 
or monoclonal antibodies will help African countries fight the disease. 
Such success can only emerge if there are other factors which are addressed 
in African societies one of which they argue is the reform of the health care 
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services and institutions which would prioritize the quality of care and 
basic preventative measures like nutrition, water, and sanitation over other 
interventionist measures. The absence of these basic components—staff, 
structures, systems, space, and stuff—led to the loss of many lives. 
According to them, “the lack of basic healthcare resources—such as 
protective gloves and gowns, intravenous fluids, and straightforward 
protocols and guidelines—has limited front-line health workers who risk 
their lives to care for those affected with Ebola.”10  
 In addition, because of the high number of people who were dying in 
the isolated units of the hospitals at the peak of this outbreak, many people 
lost trust in the healthcare system. The people who were dying at the onset 
of the disease were the frontline healthcare workers. This delegitimized the 
healthcare systems because the people thought that if the doctors and 
nurses could not shield or care for themselves against this disease, then it 
was unwise using the healthcare system under their watch. In addition, 
many of the people who came to the hospitals did not receive quality care:  
 
Many affected patients who arrive at such facilities in Liberia 
receive no intravenous rehydration and extremely limited 
monitoring of hematocrit and liver and kidney function. Other 
affected patients wait and may die, outside the closed gates of 
overwhelmed facilities. Is it any wonder, then, that so many 
individuals are losing confidence in the ability of their health 
systems to care for them?11  
 
 The fourth reason for the high fatality of Ebola in the 2013-2015 
outbreak was attributed to the failed systems in the healthcare sector. 
Boozary and colleagues, in their research, show that there have been other 
major outbreaks in the world like the 1967 Marburg haemorrhagic fever 
which occurred in Germany and the then Yugoslavia or the Severe Acute 
Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) in Canada in 2003 or the Middle Eastern 
Respiratory Syndrome (MERS), the Avian influenza (H5N1) or the Mad 
Cow disease all of which did not spread like Ebola. The high fatality of 
Ebola disease, they argue, “is related to lack of adequate systems in which 
the healthcare staff and resources can be effectively deployed.” It also 
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shows the failure of the global justice system in helping to combat Ebola 
and in strengthening the capacity of affected communities through resource 
sharing. Rid and Emanuel conclude that the failed humanitarian 
intervention and the slowness of the international response is a failure by 
high-income countries in their obligation of global justice. According to 
them, “effective help for Ebola is available at relatively minimal cost for 
high-income countries. Supportive treatment and containment measures—
implementing isolation of suspected cases, infection control, and universal 
precautions, contact tracing and monitoring, surveillance, and raising 
awareness in local communities and internationally—have a proven track 
record of controlling Ebola outbreak.”12  
 It is significant also to note that most of the expatriates who became 
sick of Ebola from North America and Europe, for instance, survived. In 
most cases, they were flown back to their home country where they 
received quality care or isolated in special units where they received the 
experimental treatment, while their African colleagues in the battle against 
EVD were often left to die in the field. Paul Farmer argues strongly that 
given the fact that infected Western expatriates survived the disease, it is 
wrong then to claim that Ebola has no cure. According to him:  
 
[W]hat the expatriate survivors all received was excellent 
supportive care, most of it from nurses. In medical parlance, the 
term ‘supportive care’ does not mean hand-holding but the 
replacement of fluids and electrolytes; treatment of secondary 
infections (bacteria escaping from the gut, say, or malaria); and, in 
some cases, renal dialysis and assisted ventilation. All of this is 




Ebola and People’s Science in Africa 
 
Ebola has become in West Africa as well as in the Democratic Republic of 
Congo a name associated with death and alienation. Many Africans in the 
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affected countries and communities felt that this was the end of the world 
as they could not touch or come in contact with their brothers and sisters 
who suffered.  Many Africans in the affected countries, just as in the early 
days of the HIV/AIDS pandemic attributed this outbreak to a curse from 
God and some form of demonic attack. In addition, since the first step 
towards care for the sick and the containment of the infection is isolation, 
Ebola tore apart affected communities where people could no longer touch 
each other. For peoples of Africa, with a deep sense of community, the 
connection with rituals for burying the dead and honoring their bodies 
before burial, the impact of the epidemic was much more than the deaths 
of many people in their communities. Ebola destroyed the spiritual ties that 
held communities together between the unborn, the not yet born, as well as 
the living-dead (ancestors) and the cosmic world.  
 There are some voices who focus more on how Ebola brought out the 
best in African communal solidarity and how it reveals the need for local 
knowledge and the leveraging of local processes in the search for answers 
to solving human problems in Africa like the outbreak of infectious 
diseases. One of such scholars is Paul Richards. At the end of his short 
historical study of this outbreak, he concludes that in as much as Ebola 
unleashed a deadly force in West Africa, it also reveals how a people’s 
science could help fight a deadly epidemic. He proposes that rather than 
focusing on the outbreak as the failure of public healthcare in Africa and 
international solidarity, one should pay greater attention to how it reveals 
the resilience of African communities and the capacity of African cultures 
to adapt itself to changes and threats in order to create a new pathway for 
survival and growth. He focuses on how communities which were 
originally ‘scared into mass flight’ over the disease rallied together and 
worked with local agents and international responders to roll back the hand 
of death. These communities, he proposes, succeeded in ending the 
epidemic against the ‘doom-laden predication’ of millions dying in Africa 
as a result of Ebola and the international isolation and flight bans to these 
countries by 40 countries including Britain and France. Guinea and Sierra 
Leone, for instance, were declared Ebola-free by WHO on 7 November 
and 29 December 2015 respectively. Liberia was also declared Ebola-free 
on 14 January 2016 and flare-ups which happened were quickly contained 
in these countries.  
 Richards proposes that the lessons learned from Ebola must not only 
be about the effective global response to global outbreaks of infectious 




disease but also ‘broadly based factual understanding’ of the local 
knowledge. Particularly important is the need to focus on how local 
knowledge emerges and functions from those traditional bonds of 
relationship and community values built on the religious beliefs and 
cultural practices of Africans. These local assets helped people in poor 
cities and villages of Africa to work together in mobilizing and galvanizing 
their cultural and communal resources and networks to reduce the lethal 
effects of EVD and ultimately succeeded in ending EVD in West Africa.14  
 
 
A Biosocial Theological Ethical Analysis of Sickness, Health, and 
Healing in Africa 
 
In the last three decades, ethical and Pastoral reflections on healthcare in 
Africa have focused mainly on the HIV/AIDS Pandemic.15 In order to 
explore the limitations of these bioethical reflections and pastoral practices 
with regard to diseases in Africa, one needs to understand how the churches 
and theologians have responded to the AIDS pandemic. This analysis will 
help us to identify the main reasons for the persistence of Ebola outbreak 
in Africa. Building on what we will gain from this analysis I will develop 
some useful principles and insights which could guide African churches 
and theologians in their search for effective and efficient ways of 
promoting quality healthcare ministries and integral human and cosmic 
flourishing in Africa.  
 Most of the ethical and pastoral reflections and writings on 
HIV/AIDS and issues of health and healing in general in Africa could be 
grouped into two broad areas. First, the disease control paradigm with a 
focus on how to prevent the spread of diseases and infection. Many 
researchers and healthcare exponents, including theologians who write or 
work from this paradigm, are concerned with those ethical issues which 
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affect the spread of the disease in Africa. They also examine these ethical 
issues vis-à-vis the methods and programs proposed by churches, national 
governments, and international governments and agencies for preventing 
the spread of disease. They also explore how the choices and behaviors of 
individuals, and cultural practices promote the spread of the virus and 
undermine public health.  
 Second, is the healing and restoration paradigm which focuses on 
the quality and ethics of care given to patients in both public and church 
health care services. Many researchers and writers who are grouped under 
this second paradigm focus on some of these ethical issues with regard to 
the nature and effectiveness of care given to people and how that care 
upholds the dignity of the human person. In some writings, theologians 
critically study some of the complex problems and challenges of healing 
and restoration of health of those who are sick through orthodox medicine 
and spiritual healing ministries in churches. Particularly, theologians 
whose work reflect this second paradigm often write on how to eliminate 
the stigmas associated with those infected by this deadly disease and how 
to understand and mitigate the impact of the disease on communities. They 
are also concerned with analysing some of the cultural and social 
conditions which impact the restoration of the lives of people, the victims 
of the disease and those who have been affected by the death of infected 
persons and those who are caring for them.  
 While space does not allow us to fully analyse these two broad 
approaches, I will like to give an example of each of these paradigms in 
order to critically identify the missing links in continuing to use these 
reactive paradigms in theological discourse on health and healing, without 
addressing the larger issues and contexts of health and human wellbeing in 
Africa.  
 The disease control paradigm is well represented in the essays put 
together in the book edited by James F. Keenan with the bold title, Catholic 
Ethicists on HIV/AIDS Prevention.16 Most of the authors in the book 
propose moral arguments which reduce the problem of HIV/AIDS to 
ethical issues about prevention of the spread of the disease by addressing 
some of the factors which brought about the spread of the disease in the 
first place. Writers in this approach, appeal to moral rectitude and change 
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in behaviors with regard to sexual morality—on issues of infidelity, the 
need for chastity, and arguments on the moral propriety of condom for the 
prevention and protection against this deadly virus.17 They also examine 
and critique public or ecclesial policies about control and prevention of 
diseases.  
 Another aspect of this disease control paradigm is represented by 
theologians like Bujo18, and Katongole.19 They challenge some of the 
practices and conception of diseases and healing either through orthodox 
Western medicine or through the use of African traditional medicine. They 
call for the development of pastoral ministries and ethical frameworks 
which can highlight those cultural practices which improve the health and 
wellbeing of people, while discouraging those practices which may lead to 
the spread of the virus. However, the overarching concern is about how to 
stem the spread of diseases without any rigorous engagement with the 
wider social, cultural, environmental and political factors which affect both 
the spread of diseases and the quality of life in the continent.  
 The second paradigm—healing and restoration—is well represented 
in the 2003 statement of the Symposium of Episcopal Conferences of 
Africa and Madagascar, “The Church in Africa in the Face of the 
HIV/AIDS Pandemic: Our Prayer is Always full of Hope” in which the 
bishops make this proposal among many others: “To make sure that the 
health services of the Church, the social services and the educational 
institutions respond appropriately to the needs of those who are ill with 
AIDS.”20 This paradigm focuses on effective healthcare services 
(hospitals, clinic, HIV/AIDS screening centers among others) vis-à-vis the 
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different forms of intervention and healthcare provision which undermine 
or promote the general health and wellbeing of the people. Many 
theologians working in this paradigm of healing and restoration of people 
who suffer from this disease discuss the limitations and strengths of some 
of the healing ministries in the church and traditional medicines which 
claim to offer a cure for the disease. 
 The core argument of this second paradigm is based on biblical 
narratives on the origin of suffering in the world vis-à-vis the rejection of 
the notion of sickness and suffering as a curse from God or the ancestors. 
They also explore the brokenness in society and are developing theological 
and pastoral foundations for pastoral ministries in Africa modeled after the 
example of the healing ministries of Jesus in the Gospel—compassion, 
hospitality, and solidarity.21 As Pope John Paul II put it in Ecclesia in 
Africa (116): “The battle against AIDS ought to be everyone’s battle. 
Echoing the voice of the synod fathers, I too ask pastoral workers to bring 
to their brothers and sisters affected by AIDS all possible material, moral 
and spiritual comfort.”  
 In both paradigms, the concern is to heal people who are sick and to 
prevent other people from being infected. These two paradigms offer 
helpful ideals and practices for health and healing for Africans. However, 
there are many limitations with these two paradigms in the fight against 
HIV/AIDS, which are similar to the response to Ebola outbreak namely: 
disease control paradigm (attempts are often directed during the outbreak 
at halting the spread of Ebola), and healing and restoration (efforts were 
made during the West African outbreak to treat and care for those who are 
infected with the disease). These two approaches have many limitations in 
the fight against EVD and the search for human wellbeing in Africa. 
 To begin with, in focusing on controlling the Ebola outbreak, both 
public and faith-based groups looked at the disease through biomedical 
factors without taking into consideration other socio-cultural factors which 
lead to the presence of the disease. This narrow approach led to 
misinformation, which undermined the message of health officials. Annie 
Wilkinson and Melissa Leach identify one of such myths and assumptions 
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with the prevalent argument that EVD spread in West Africa because the 
people were eating bush meat and identified the spread of EVD to zoonotic 
contacts with dead animals and infested forests and regional 
deforestation.22 Michael Afolabi and Ikeolu Afolabi contest that the 
discourse on Ebola and intervention should not be reduced simply to the 
zoonotic basis of the outbreak or what Richardson and his colleagues call 
the inordinate attention which has led to the ‘the fetishization of bushmeat’ 
as if to say that the healthy ecological balance between humans, animals, 
and nature in Africa is fraught with deaths and decay.23 Afolabi and Afolabi 
propose an ‘anthropo-ecological lens’ for understanding EVD pandemic 
within the context of a shared eco-system between humans, animals, and 
nature.24  
 One can notice a gradual shift—albeit insignificant at this time—in 
African theological and pastoral reflections away from the disease-control 
only paradigm. This shift could be identified in one of the propositions at 
the Second African Synod when the assembly declared:  
 
AIDS is a pandemic, together with malaria and tuberculosis, which 
is decimating African populations and severely damaging their 
economic and social life. HIV/AIDS is not to be looked at as either 
a medical-pharmaceutical problem or solely as an issue of a change 
in human behavior. It is truly an issue of integral development and 
justice, which requires a holistic approach and response by the 
Church.25  
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The bishops also describe those who are suffering from HIV/AIDS as 
“victims of injustice, because they often do not receive the same quality of 
treatment as in other places.”26 Whereas the bishops call for ‘a holistic 
approach’, they did not show what this holistic approach looks like, and 
how it will address not only the HIV/AIDS pandemic but also other 
infectious diseases in Africa like Ebola, Tuberculosis, and Cholera, and 
tropical diseases like malaria and typhoid fever, and chronic conditions like 
heart disease, diabetes, and high blood pressure.  
 My contention is that these two approaches do not adequately address 
the wider context of sickness and public health in Africa. They also do not 
highlight the racialized thinking in Western narratives wherein the 
prevalence of EVD or HIV/AIDS in Africa has been used as a template for 
reading African history, and social realities as defective and dead-dealing.  
Both paradigms are reactive; that is, they emerge not as a result of clearly 
thought out integrative healthcare systems and holistic strategy for human 
wellbeing. Rather, they are practices developed through emergency panic 
control mechanism. They fail to address ‘the synergy of several factors’ 
which contribute to bringing the conditions for abundant life and human 
wellbeing. These factors with regard to EVD in West Africa were 
undermined by:  
 
a context of decades of civil war leading to a low level of trust in 
authorities, even when these are working hard to reconstruct the 
country; dysfunctional health services with a major scarcity of 
health workers, especially in Liberia and Sierra Leone; strong 
traditional beliefs in disease causation and even denial of the virus’ 
existence; high-risk traditional funeral practices that amplify 
transmission, in addition to more recent healing practices in some 
churches where the bodies of patients with Ebola are touched, a 
slow and inadequate national and international response, and high 
population mobility across borders.27 
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 There are important questions which these two paradigms fail to 
address, namely: Why is Africa susceptible to certain kinds of diseases and 
why do people who get infected with HIV/AIDS or Ebola, for instance, in 
Africa have fewer chances of survival than their colleagues outside 
Africa?28 What forms of social, economic, and environmental factors are 
at play in determining health and life outcomes for the poor in Africa which 
is differently aligned in other non-African settings? Why are African local 
knowledges and agencies still stigmatized in understanding the interaction 
of diseases and other non-biomedical factors in spreading infections in 
Africa and in the kinds of responses which Africans are making to these 
diseases? These are questions, which, I propose, a biosocial ethical analysis 
could answer in the search for a new narrative and response to Ebola and 
other diseases in Africa. In the rest of this essay, I will analyze EVD within 
a wider socio-cultural and biomedical context. I will also locate the 
narratives of diseases and deaths in Africa within the racialized and 
contaminating representations of Africans and black bodies in many 




Ebola and the Narrative of Contamination About Africa 
 
Patricia Daley’s conclusion on what is wrong about the way Africans are 
constructed in humanitarian work with regard to refugees and migrants 
offer a very helpful insight into the core argument of this section which is 
that the global response to EVD outbreak and other disasters in Africa are 
usually slow and counterproductive because of racism and the negative 
framing of Africa in global discourse. According to her:  
 
Despite their professed humanistic foundations, the actions of 
Western humanitarian agencies are often underpinned by social 
Darwinism ideology, especially at the point of aid between White 
Westerns and African humanitarian workers; the public 
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prostitution of images of disaster victims; the infantilization of 
refugees, and the evacuation of Westerners during the Rwandan 
genocide and other conflict situations. Humanitarianism 
contributes maybe unwittingly, to the reproduction of, and the 
persistence of, racial hierarchies and particularistic identities, be 
they ethnic, regional or gender-based—a characteristic it shares 
with military institutions.29  
 
 African-American writer, Toni Morrison, decries the global project 
‘to metaphysically void Africa’ of its beauty and assets through many 
contaminating narratives of Africa and ‘the freighted and complicated 
emotions’ , ‘disdain, mythology of passivity, and traumatized Otherness’ 
with which  African history and social realities have been consigned into 
an ‘unmediated estrangement.’30 According to Morrison, this propensity to 
reify and demonize blackness, to inscribe and erase, to historicize and 
render timeless and to exercise power over blacks and to exclude and to 
assign or withdraw value to blackness in this regard is how the predominant 
contaminating narrative of blackness has been developed and mediated 
through multiple White supremacist channels.31  
 The narratives of Africans told by slave and colonial invaders were 
that black bodies were ‘hardier under tropical conditions’ (to justify 
slavery), and blacks because of their primitive life and unclean practices 
which are below the standard of ‘imperial hygiene’ are a menace to human 
civilization (to justify colonial medicine and its succession healthcare 
systems of today in Africa).32 This is particularly evident in the way 
diseases, and outbreaks like EVD or HIV/AIDS have been used to 
construct a negative representation of African bodies, societies, 
institutions, and social agency. The truth is that for many non-Africans, the 
African continent is often portrayed as a repository of diseases and death. 
Most medical missions from the West to Africa are often presented as a 
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rescue mission to a disease-infested and contaminated world that is filled 
with sick and dying people.  
 Megan Vaughan’s Curing their Ills: Colonial Power and African 
Illness offers an interesting framework on how “knowledge claims and 
constructions that provide ideological legitimacy to hierarchical systems 
and social structures” create health inequalities in Africa. 33 The primary 
thesis of Vaughan’s book is that colonial biomedicine invented an image 
of Africa in Western medical and social discourse from the colonial period 
and beyond as “a repository of evil, death, disease, and degeneration.”34 
Applying a social constructionist approach, she argues, as William Cohen 
rightly observes, that British medical personnel ascribed many diseases to 
the racial makeup of Africans. Rather than follow a germ theory of 
diseases, they projected the diseases which they found in Africa as 
reflective of the social reality of Africa. Rather than look at the scientific 
evidence for disease from the point of view of biology, they saw the 
diseases in Africa as cultural—the way of life of the people, their social 
life and behaviour were all contaminating. This was how colonial medicine 
constructed the enduring imaginary of African society as unhealthy and 
pathological. “Medical discourse operated by locating difference and 
differences in the body, thereby not only pathologizing them but also 
naturalizing them.”35 The African body was seen as a domain of maladies, 
and in many instances, African men who had protested against oppressive 
industrial, mining or farm conditions were consigned to sanatoria as mental 
health patients. Vaughan also references Fanon’s diatribe against the 
exoticized and eroticized othering of Africans with regard to their 
supposed sexual instincts which were projected in colonial literatures as 
having a genital potency which was ‘beyond all moralities and 
prohibitions’ which was so evident in the way the syphilis outbreak in 
colonial East and Central Africa was interpreted in the early medico-moral 
discourses on African sexuality.36  
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 Vaughan’s theory is similar to that of the African American 
sociologist, Cathy Cohen in her study on the spread of HIV/AIDS among 
black communities in the U.S. Cohen proposes that dominant cultures 
always ascribes contaminating and stigmatizing characteristics to the 
marginalized group in order to justify the injustice on which such societies 
are built. This could explain the designation of African Americans as 
‘uncontrollable savages’ or their use of African American women for 
gynaecological experimental surgery without anesthetics by the so-called 
father of gynaecology, Dr. J. Marion Sim or the shameful Tuskegee 
syphilis experiment on black males.37 Rijn Dijk sees in all these the 
attribution of blackness as diseased:  
 
Physiologically inferior, the African was doomed to certain 
pathologies. Notions of diminished mental capacity as a result of 
smaller brain size had surprising longevity; examples are cited 
from medical publications as late as the 1950s. By the interwar 
years, it was more common to ascribe different health patterns to 
Africans to differences in culture. Both eras resemble each other, 
however, in posing European superiority and as such, of course, 
mirror the power relationship between the colonizing and the 
colonized.38  
 
Vaughn also points to “the creation of a ‘language’ in which ‘the African’ 
was a subject of discussion in an undifferentiated way, to such an extent 
that an almost monolithic image of the African and his or her social 
circumstances arose.”39 This ‘othering of the African’ in Vaughn and 
Cohen reveals three aspects among many which I propose are important in 
understanding why the international community responded slowly to the 
EVD outbreak. What happened during the EVD outbreak helps us to see 
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that global solidarity to Africa is always fraught with delay, shoddiness, 
and failure during humanitarian disasters or health emergencies like the 
cholera outbreak in Goma, Congo among over one million Rwandan 
refugees in July 1994, the migration crisis in Libya or the current situation 
in Mozambique following cyclone Idai.  
 First, the African continent and her inhabitants are seen as ‘abnormal’ 
since their ‘normal’ daily existence can only be understood as a diseased 
space in a disease-infested environment from which diseases like EVD and 
HIV/AIDS emerge. EVD is thus a necessary consequence of this ‘normal’ 
Africa. Second, colonial medicine “paid almost exclusive attention to the 
unitization of people in larger aggregates.”40 This tendency to define, 
distort, and label the African other as belonging to a pathological collective 
is still prevalent today. The African other inhabits a strange and dangerous 
space and diseases like EVD only shows why that dangerous space should 
not be shared by the rest of humanity in order to save that humanity from 
contamination. The African does not belong; the African is a stranger on 
the global stage, and his or her life really does not matter. Third, this 
reinforces stereotypes and categorization of Africans and racial prejudice 
by the ‘othering’ of blackness as a collectivized contaminating identity 
characterized by death, decay and traditional practices which promote 
diseases and deaths. This ‘community linked fate’ fails to pay attention to 
distinctions and subsequently repressed local initiatives and innovation. 
While African leaders in public and private healthcare systems should be 
helped responsible for the failures in the system, one cannot deny that the 
legacy of colonial medicine continues to undermine agency, and the kind 
of individual and group autonomy which harvest a people’s science in 
designing and implementing their own healthcare systems by themselves. 
 
A Biosocial Theological Ethics of Health and Human Wellbeing in 
Africa41 
 
The biosocial approach, which I apply here in theological ethics is an 
understanding of public health, which I have borrowed from the medical 
                                                 
40 “Foucault and the Anti-Witchcraft Movement: A Review Article”,  431. 
41 I developed this in Stan Chu Ilo, “Searching for Healing in Miraculous Stream: 
The Fate of God’s People in Africa” in Stan Chu Ilo, ed. Wealth, Health, and Hope 
in African Christian Religion: The Search for Abundant Life. Lanham: Lexington 
Books, 2018, 55-60. 





and social sciences.42 This is because of its emphasis on life as a complex 
interaction of multiple factors in bringing about wellbeing and human 
security. It is consistent with the African ontology of being which 
conceives life as intimately connected in an intimate bond in which 
multiple factors are interacting in bringing about human and cosmic 
flourishing. According to Kathleen Harris and Thomas McDade, a 
biosocial approach is: “a broad concept referencing the dynamic, 
bidirectional interactions between biological phenomenon and social 
relationships and contexts, which constitute processes of human 
development over the life course.”43 This biosocial method employs 
different fields of human experience (healthworlds) and multi-disciplinary 
approaches to understanding the causes of sickness and various medical 
interventions for treatment, prevention, and promotion of health and the 
improvement of the quality of life of people. It is not only inter-disciplinary 
in its method, but it is also transdisciplinary as it transcends the disciplinary 
boundaries between medical and biological sciences, theology and social 
science, phenomenon inside the body and outside of it, physiological and 
neurological systems, genome and epigenome, epidemiology and 
psychology, individual sickness and the badly functioning society.44  
 The biosocial approach, as Harvard expert on the social history of 
epidemics, Charles E. Rosenberg, suggests, means ‘siting’ epidemics like 
EVD within the wider historical and geographical settings.45 It is thus about 
the intersecting relationships, and social realities which promote health and 
wellbeing and those “swirling political and economic relationships that 
dialectically produce levees and slums, soils and dams, tourism and 
hunger, energy and climate, health systems and pandemic. Like studies of 
structural or symbolic violence, they can integrate power into the 
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understanding of disease dynamics.”46  It is an approach to restoring health 
equity and human rights to the poor and the marginalized by concentrating 
on those intersecting factors like racism and prejudice, which mask 
injustice in Africa through narratives of modernity. This way, it can help 
scholars not to reduce EVD outbreak to biology, anthropology, 
epidemiology, healing ministries, enchantment, cultural traditions, failed 
humanitarian interventions, and ecological factors.  
 When translated into theological ethics, I will propose that the 
biosocial theological ethics of public health and abundant life reflects on 
health and human wellbeing by paying attention to all the factors which 
interact in the procurement of abundant life—nutrition, sanitation, water, 
clean air, quality of one’s social relationships, cultural and spiritual 
traditions, politics, economy, religious beliefs and practices, traditional and 
Western knowledge about health, sickness, diseases and healing among 
other factors. It examines how individual, social, and global agencies 
hamper or advance the proper interaction of these factors in bringing about 
human wellbeing.  
 The biosocial approach is proposed as a response to the limitations of 
the preventive and healing paradigms both of which, as we have shown, 
fail in addressing what Annie Wilkinson and Melissa Leach identify as the 
‘interlaced inequalities, unsustainabilities, insecurities, vulnerabilities, and 
poverty created by structural violence in Africa.’ In the case of EVD, a 
biosocial approach will look at the sad confluence ‘of long-term economic, 
social, technical, discursive, and political exclusions and injustices’, which 
created both the structural and related social conditions in which diseases 
and deaths can spread.47  A biosocial approach looks at the close 
connection between diseases and poverty, between disease control and 
quality care and other factors which promote abundant life; the disparity 
between the sick poor and the healthy rich. It makes a strong link between 
the desire for healing through pastoral care and sacramental life with the 
use of modern medicine and people’s science in Africa in holistic healing 
and restoration.  
 When applied to the healthcare ministries of churches in Africa, the 
biosocial ethics will pay particular attention to ways through which African 
societies can reject the prevailing narratives of contamination about 
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infectious diseases in Africa as a continent of deaths and diseases. The 
biosocial theological ethics furthers the search for an integrative praxis 
which works towards strengthening the agencies of individuals, families, 
and small communities. It identifies those local processes and cultural and 
spiritual practices, which can promote a safe society and healthy 
relationships. It also searches for ways of strengthening the connection and 
solidarity among people—in local and global settings—for the emergence 
of those social conditions which will bring about human wellbeing. Like 
Priscilla Wald’s ‘the outbreak narratives’ of Ebola, with regard to how 
EVD always breaks out in a small community and begins to spread until it 
becomes a public health emergency of international concern; a biosocial 
approach promotes a culture of life which motivates small acts of solidarity 
at local communities which could grow to become a globalization of 
solidarity which could unify global action to recognize global health for all 
as actionable human rights.48   
 Viewed in this light, the biosocial ethical approach is grounded in the 
principles of social justice. This is because it seeks to answer the question 
as to why diseases and outbreaks like EVD and HIV/AIDS have a 
preferential option for the poor and for Africa. It confronts the unjust 
interactive social and economic conditions—both locally and globally, 
which lead to outbreaks. The biosocial approach is disruptive in this sense, 
because it not only seeks to understand why EVD continues to plague 
Africa but also critically analyses the power differential between the poor 
and the weak, Africa and the West which are always in stark display during 
outbreaks. These linkages of biopower are often forgotten in modern 
medicine and the global accounts about Africa and EVD and other diseases 
in the continent.  In a sense, the biosocial approach is seen as a commitment 
to global health equity and a more integrated perspective on sickness, 
social conditions, medical intervention, and cultural practices.49 Thomas 
McKeown’s research on the reasons for the decline of mortality in England 
and Wales during the 19th and 20th centuries offers an important evidence 
on why the biosocial model should replace the disease control and 
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treatment paradigms as well as the reason why medical interventions in 
Africa have brought about lower mortality rate in Africa.50 
 McKeown’s argument could be summarized this way: better health 
and human wellbeing is not the result of medical intervention because 
medical intervention does not necessarily contribute to the improvement of 
health outcomes.51 In both his first research on the 19th century and the 
second research on the 20th century, McKeown and his team examined 
different kinds of diseases—infectious, airborne, water borne, food borne, 
etc—which caused death and they observed that decline in mortality could 
not be attributed simply to medical intervention.52 McKeown argues as 
follows: “After discussion of some of the problems presented by the 
interpretation, we concluded that the decline in mortality owed a good deal 
to specific medical measures but also influenced considerably by general 
improvements in the standard of living, particularly in respect for infant 
feeding and care.”53 Aleck Ostray and Frank John argue that McKeown 
was right in his main argument that improved medical care was not the 
main reason for the decrease in mortality rate in the United Kingdom, but 
rather health and wellbeing are usually the result of a combination of many 
factors which work together in bringing about the improvement in social 
conditions including nutrition and ecological factors.54 
 Using McKeown’s framework, one can understand, to a large extent, 
some of the challenging healthcare contexts in many African societies. 
McKeown is saying that interventions (including vaccination against 
specific diseases like Ebola, yellow fever, and cholera) are good in 
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themselves; but ultimately, they do not improve human wellbeing, 
healthcare of countries, nor will they help reduce mortality rate or people’s 
exposure to diseases.55 As regrettable as the slow humanitarian 
intervention in West Africa during the Ebola outbreak which led to 
avoidable deaths and the spread of the disease has been, I argue in the light 
of McKeown’s findings, that loss of lives during the EVD pandemic in 
West Africa should not be reduced to a single factor. In this regard, I 
contest that sending Western medical workers to fight Ebola in Africa, and 
medical missions to Africa from the West can only provide temporary 
relief to the people in a particular African country. These measures will 
ultimately hurt Africa because they are only band-aid solutions which are 
not well integrated into the bigger strategies and concerns for a holistic 
approach to human wellbeing and public health. McKeown’s research 
invites those who are involved in public health in Africa, for instance, to 
critically examine “the limitations of relying too heavily on targeted 
medical interventions.”56 His research also highlights for a holistic 
healthcare which emerges as the result of an integrated multi-pronged 
approach to wellbeing. Holistic healthcare begins with understanding how 
various social, cultural, economic, and epistemic factors add together in 
determining people’s life styles, social conditions, worldview, and 
scientific viewpoints.57   
 African theologies in light of this research, must explore deeper how 
Foucauldian biopower and structural violence functions in the use of 
medical knowledge, power, institutions in perpetuating the pathologization 
of Africa. This will include among other critical tasks unmasking how 
modern healthcare systems in Africa even church hospital exploit the poor 
and vulnerable sick people in Africa through rising cost of medical 
treatment and drugs, patenting of generic drugs, the use of poor people in 
unethical medical experimentation, blood and organ donation or the 
proliferation of healing homes and ‘healing priests’, sangomas and 
traditional healers. The vulnerability of the sick leads to unequal power 
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relations with healers and medical experts. Such vulnerabilities often lead 
to dependent and often destructive and manipulative practices, which are 
embedded in systems and institutions which claim to help the sick—public 
and private healthcare systems, healing homes, and Western 
humanitarians. Medical intervention when not properly managed display 
and amplify a power dynamic which exploits the sickness and suffering of 
people. It can also, as we have shown, reinforce existing stereotypes of 
Africa as a benighted continent where Western do-gooders need to 
intervene in order to bring light in the darkness.   
 This is where Paul Richard’s proposal is germane. The prevention and 
control of the spread of Ebola and the development of effective and 
efficient healthcare systems and the realization of human wellbeing in 
Africa must rest on the science of the people—cultures, spiritual traditions, 
capacity to learn and unlearn aspects of indigenous and exogenic cultures 
which enhance people’s ability to apply themselves to meeting the threats 
and challenges which they face in their ecosystem. It must also address the 
challenges of poverty, food insecurity, climate change, environmental 
pollution, water and sanitation, and failing public services, all of which 
affect the life and wellbeing of people. This requires embracing a theory of 
change and adaptation which strengthens individual and communal 
capacities to appropriate local wisdom and other sources of insight in 
developing those liberative performative acts which integrate both a 
knowledge base and social transformative daily practices among the 
people.58  
 A holistic approach to public health thus conceived will require, in 
addition to theological, spiritual, and biblical interpretations of sickness, 
health and healing, “combining anthropology, sociology, history, political 
economy, and other ‘resocializing disciplines’ with fields like 
epidemiology, demography, clinical practice, molecular biology, and 
economics.” This, it is proposed, will help private and public providers of 
healthcare in Africa to gain a coherent, holistic, and integrated 
understanding of health, diseases, and healing practices.59 This conception 
is workable and operative because it is au currant with Africa’s integrated 
worldview about sickness and the moral order which conceives all reality 
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as connected, related and mutually working together in enhancing the bond 
of life.60   
 
Two Concluding Proposals 
 
At the end of this study, I will like to offer two concluding thoughts.  
 The first is that health and healing must be at the center of the 
church’s mission in Africa and should become a central concern of African 
theology. This is an area where greater ecumenical and inter-faith co-
operation is required because Ebola, HIV/AIDS and diseases like malaria 
and cholera do not discriminate between Catholics and Protestants, 
Christians and Muslims. Greater co-operation is also needed between 
religious scholars who are reflecting on public and private healthcare 
systems and public officials. There is a need for greater harmony and 
integration of practices and triaging of methods and lessons learned. The 
same co-operation is being proposed between Africans and their Western 
colleagues in both theological studies and other disciplines concerned with 
public health.  
 Health is a common human good and closer interaction among 
peoples in this day and age means that infectious diseases can spread easily 
in the world. However, beyond the obsession with prevention and 
treatment is the greater need to look at the broader picture of diseases and 
health in Africa and the global injustice and persistence of colonial 
medicine in Africa today with its racist structure and the stigmatization of 
African bodies and societies in the discussion of Ebola. The biosocial 
approach proposed here is the most effective and comprehensive way of 
taking a global look at the statistics of diseases and deaths in Africa. This 
has to be done within the larger context of developing the structures, 
institutions and systems for weaving together African societies and 
developing an enabling climate and environment for promoting human 
wellbeing. A healthcare system which promotes holistic healthcare and a 
culture of life can only come about through building an integrated and 
strong social, political, pastoral, religious, economic, cultural institutions 
from which effective and efficient healthcare systems and designs could 
emerge.  
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 The second is the question of agency in Africa and the role of the 
Christian religion in bringing about the reign of God through the enactment 
of the liberating message of the Gospel in the continent. How can we 
strengthen the agency of the people so that they can become protagonists 
in their own future? There is the need, particularly within all Christian 
traditions to commit greater time, thinking, and research to exploring the 
meaning and implications of the central affirmation and symbol of the 
Christian faith, the Cross. There is even a greater need to question some of 
the false application of the Cross—in homilies, songs, theological writings, 
and liturgical celebrations—to the sickness and tragedies of preventable 
deaths in Africa.  
 It is sinful to spiritualize such frightening numbers of deaths in Africa 
due to the outbreak of diseases as part of God’s will for our people. The 
high rate of mortality in Africa and low life expectancy are the results of 
failed healthcare systems and weak institutions of state and church in 
Africa. Church leaders and theologians can no longer drown these failures 
with a theology and spirituality of resignation, nor will new and old forms 
of devotionalism, pious activities, and claims of faith healing and miracles 
address these failings. There is the need for structural and institutional 
reforms and practices in the church and the wider society when it comes to 
healthcare and wellbeing and the need to rethink our theology and 
spirituality through the biosocial approach. Also to be addressed is the 
widening gulf and power and social distance between the poor and the rich 
in our continent. Most priests, bishops, religious and most people in 
political positions of influence and authority can receive their medical 
treatment abroad if they fall sick. As a result, they do not have any 
incentive to fight for social transformation in Africa, which could 
positively impact every aspect of life in the continent, especially with 
regard to health and wellbeing.  
 The tears and cries of the poor people in Africa who are dying because 
of preventable and treatable diseases in our continent rise up to God. It is 
no longer enough to simply tell our frightened brothers and sisters who for 
instance currently face a new outbreak of Ebola in Congo to carry their 
sicknesses as their Cross. The sick and dying in Africa wish to feel the 
liberating force of the Gospel and the victory of the Lord’s Cross in their 
pains and wounds and they ask the church and her scholars these questions: 
Is there no healing balm in Gilead? How will the Lord heal our diseases 
and carry our pains and brokenness?  
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THE CIVILIZATION OF COMMUNION: 
THEOLOGICAL PARADIGMS FOR AFRICAN MIGRATION 
 




Migration is an integral dimension of human history, and nations are 
beneficiaries of human mobility. Contemporary migration waves and 
trends that have both prospects and challenges contribute to the emergence 
of anti-migration policies and postures in many nations. This article 
contributes to the conversation on how migrants and host nations can 
exercise their rights (to migration and border protection) without a clash or 
an infringement of rights. We present a three-pronged thesis. The first 
situates African migration within the purview of human rights. The right 
of Africans to migration is not absolute—every host nation has a right to 
border protection. The second contends that since the world is the 
birthplace of all humans, and humans are beings-in-relationship, a 
civilization of communion and the globalization of citizenship are relevant 
paradigms for articulating a theological response to the contemporary trend 
of migration from the Global South to the Global North. The third proposes 
a theology of migration grounded in a reconsideration of the right to 
migration not as an isolated right, but as part of making an option for 
migrants. These theological paradigms rooted in a civilization of 
communion would inspire the treatment of migrants as persons created in 
the image of God, whose rights and dignity ought to be promoted, protected 
and preserved. 
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The culture of comfort, which makes us think only of ourselves, 
makes us insensitive to the cries of other people, makes us live in 
soap bubbles which, however lovely, are insubstantial; they offer 
a fleeting and empty illusion which results in indifference to 
others; indeed, it even leads to the globalization of indifference.2 
 
Human migration is a reality that dates to traditional African communities. 
But in a globalized world, it has re-emerged in a more complex manner, 
creating a tension of human mobility.  
 African migration has witnessed an exponential increase. In sub-
Saharan Africa—from Libya to Mali and from Nigeria to Somalia—the 
population of African emigrants3 includes asylum seekers, exiles, refugees, 
internally displaced persons, victims of human trafficking and prostitution, 
and skilled workers. This dramatic movement outside of the African 
continent is a sign of the times for African Christianity. Beyond a few 
exceptions, African nations are all confronted with internal and external 
social pathologies, such as ethno-religious conflict, terrorism, political 
instability, ecological crises, and unstable economic conditions. These are 
consequences of inadequate governance, limited integral social 
development, and the failure by many African political leaders to address 
emerging social concerns. In response, Africans are drawn to seeking 
protection, security and greener pastures outside their homeland. Upon 
arrival at the desired destination country, in the process of resettlement and 
reintegration, many African immigrants undergo dehumanizing treatment.  
 The politics of paranoia arising from the current trend and wave of 
African migration creates unjustifiable indifference toward migrants. Since 
African migrants, following the thought of Pope John XXIII, are persons 
created in God’s image, with an inalienable dignity, inviolable rights, and 
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from one region to another, while emigrants move from their original country to 
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attendant duties to their hosts,4 the conversation around human migration 
has become a mission challenge for African Christianity. This demands not 
only creative response in pastoral care but also a renewal of theological 
imagination and ethical framework. These raise important questions: How 
can African Christianity articulate and respond to the emerging issues 
confronting African migrants? Can African Catholicism provide 
theological ideas to enrich the discourse on migration? How can the church 
in Africa influence public policy and legislation concerning African 
migrants?  
 In line with the Catholic social tradition of defending and protecting 
the rights of all migrants,5 Pope Francis, in his 2014 Message on the World 
Day of Migrants and Refugees, called for theological reflection on 
Christian mission toward global migration. The Pope acknowledged the 
growing phenomenon of human migration as a sign of the times, one that 
calls for solidarity, acceptance and fraternity, over and above the culture of 
indifference, rejection, discrimination, trafficking, and exploitation.6 For 
Pope Francis, “change of attitude toward migrants and refugees is needed 
on the part of everyone, moving away from attitudes of defensiveness and 
fear, indifference and marginalization—all typical of a throwaway 
culture—toward attitudes based on a culture of encounter, the only culture 
capable of building a better, more just and fraternal world.”7 It is this 
change of attitude that will bring about healing for African immigrants, and 
break the Western walls of prejudice toward Africans. However, one must 
                                                 
4 See Pope John XXIII, Pacem in Terris, no. 25, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-xxiii/en/encyclicals/ documents /hf_j-
xxiii_enc_11041963_pacem.html (accessed May 26, 2019). 
5 Catholic social teaching on migration began with Pope Pius XII, who 
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not be oblivious of Black-on-Black prejudice, as evidenced in the racism 
and xenophobia in many countries of Africa.8 
 This essay pursues a three-point thesis. The first is that the current 
wave of African migration is addressed within the purview of human 
rights. The right of Africans to migration is not absolute; every sovereign 
state has a right to protect its borders. Migration as a right portends to 
human mobility and settlement in a place, but not without conditions. This 
right of human mobility also requires that no individual has the right to 
unlawfully enter another country without following the prescribed 
conditions of the host nation. Hence there is a tension between the right to 
migration and the right to be accepted or rejected by a sovereign state; 
seemingly a clash of rights? While African immigrants have the right to 
migrate to another country, such a country is not bound to accept them.  
 The second point contends that since the world is the birthplace of all 
humans, and humans are beings in relationship, the concept of a 
civilization of communion and the globalization of citizenship are relevant 
for articulating a theological response to African migration. The third point 
proposes a theological response to the discourse on African migration, 
based on two theological paradigms: a reconsideration of the right to 
migration as not an isolated right, and, then, making an option for migrants. 
These paradigms are rooted in a civilization of communion, which inspires 
the treatment of migrants as persons whose inherent dignity and inalienable 
rights must be promoted, protected and preserved. 
 
 
Human Rights and African Migration 
 
Human migration is precipitated by multiple push and pull factors that 
contribute to the acceptance or rejection of African migrants by host 
nations. The aftermath of the First and Second World Wars, for example, 
witnessed a massive migration of Europeans. They were welcomed with 
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open arms and resettled by North American governments.9 The current 
pattern of migration from the Global South to the Global North is complex; 
and we are witnessing a growing culture of rejection of migrants by many 
host countries. This emerging culture of rejection is not just directed 
toward Africans migrating to the Global North, but also toward Africans 
migrating within the African continent. In 2018, for instance, the French 
National Assembly passed legislation that would shorten the deadlines for 
asylum applications and introduced a one-year prison sentence for illegal 
migrants entering France.10 Similarly, the South African government’s 
1995 amendments to the Aliens Control Act no 96 of 1991 have continued 
to exacerbate stringent conditions and unwelcoming attitude towards 
emigrants.11  
 While the acceptance or rejection of African immigrants by 
destination nations is dependent on circumstances, such as the availability 
of resources and preexisting local laws, the provision for migrants to 
exercise their right to human mobility is measured with other moral rights. 
These rights include: (1) Persons have the right to find opportunities in 
their homeland. (2) Persons have the right to migrate to support themselves 
and their families. (3) Sovereign nations have the right to control their 
borders. (4) Refugees and asylum seekers should be afforded protection. 
(5) Human dignity and human rights of undocumented migrants should be 
respected.12 In exercising their sovereign rights toward their citizens, the 
self-interest of the host nation is driven by these aforementioned 
circumstances and rights. Countries have a right to sustainable 
development. Sustainable development, focused on socio-economic 
growth of a nation, intends to meet the needs of the present citizens, 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
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(Bloomington, IN: AuthorHouse, 2006), 96. 
10 Nikolaj Nielsen, “France tightens immigration law, sparking 
division,” EU Observer (2018), https://euobserver.com/migration/141661 
(accessed May 26, 2019). 
11 See Gabriel Tati, “The immigration Issues in the Post-Apartheid 
South Africa: Discourses, Policies and Social Repercussions,” Espace 
populations sociétés, (2008/3):  
https://journals.openedition.org/eps/3496#quotation  (accessed June 19, 2019).  
12 See Brady, Essential Catholic Social Thought, 238. 




needs.13 The United Nations’2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
mandates sustainable consumption, production, and management of human 
and natural resources, to support the needs of present and future 
generations.14 
 On a socio-economic development basis, governments of nations 
seek a ‘win-win context’ in the formulation of policies and legislation on 
migration. Such legislation tends toward the interest and welfare of their 
citizens, as enshrined in any nation’s constitution. The acceptance or 
rejection of immigrants by nations is often propelled by relative 
(un)availability of resources and a (dis)enabling of the social environment. 
Acceptance may focus on concerns including GDP growth per capita, 
social welfare services, and social and basic life amenities. Rejection 
includes concerns such as cultural affinity, the lingua-franca, and ancestral 
homogeneity. Since no nation desires to become a decrepit state as a 
consequence of accepting immigrants, political leaders seek first to 
guarantee their citizens’ fundamental rights, including security, food, 
education, work, housing, healthcare, and social welfare.15 Host nations, 
therefore, justifiably reevaluate their socio-economic status against the 
flow of immigrants, so as to ascertain their capacity to admit or reject them. 
Host nations have the right to cap the numbers of immigrants.16 This is a 
right that must be exercised in light of the moral obligation of the nation to 
treat every human person as having inalienable human rights. 
 A nation’s insistence on creating a ‘win-win context’ for African 
immigrants and its own citizens requires a right to regulate its borders, and 
to control immigration. An appeal to this right tends not to be driven 
principally by a politics of altruism, but rather by a politics of fear. The 
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underlying driver of the latter is loyalty to the nation’s self-interest. The 
politics of paranoia breeds false assumptions and hasty analysis to support 
anti-migration legislation. Arguments against migration might include 
assertions that accepting African immigrants will swell the underclass, 
threaten economic security, spike the rate of crimes, exacerbate terrorism 
and pose a threat to national security.17 However, the US Conference of 
Catholic Bishops’ advisory to look beyond national self-interest and accept 
immigrants, asserts: “a developed nation’s right to limit immigration must 
be based on justice, mercy, and the common good, not on self-interest.”18 
A self-interested response to migration demands a review of the migrants’ 
good and the common good. The pursuit of national self-interest must not 
blind the state from self-identifying with immigrants who have been 
estranged from their homeland, and so in legitimate circumstances of 
migration. To further promote a ‘win-win context’ between immigrants 
and host nations, Michael Czerny opines that “migrants must be received 
and treated as human beings, with dignity and full respect for their human 
rights, and protected against all forms of exploitation or from being 
permanently cast-away, whether socially, economically or legally.”19 
 While host nations must be free to exercise their legitimate right of 
controlling migration, national policies must equally protect the rights of 
immigrants. In principle, migrants should be welcomed, but without 
prejudice to host nations asking the fundamental questions that would 
inform acceptance or rejection. In the case where a migrant is denied entry, 
the host ought to support the migrant either to seek residency in another 
host country or return home to the country of origin. A possible result is a 
clash of an individual’s right to migrate and the host nation’s right to either 
accept or reject a migrant.20 
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 Despite xenophobia and anti-migration legislation of host nations, 
many Africans are not deterred from leaving their countries. The often-
propelling motive for African immigrants is the failed hopes and 
aspirations in their homeland. African political leaders have frequently 
driven their citizens to precipices of hopelessness and homelessness, 
pushing them to embark on a treacherous journey in search of abundant 
life and human flourishing. Nevertheless, the needs of would-be 
immigrants must be measured against the needs of the receiving nations. 
As Pope Pius XII in Exsul Familia Nazarethana articulates:  
 
Since land everywhere offers the possibility of supporting a large 
number of people, the sovereignty of the State, although it must be 
respected, cannot be exaggerated to the point that access to this 
land is, for inadequate or unjustified reasons, denied to needy and 
decent people from other nations, provided of course, that the 
public wealth, considered very carefully, does not forbid this.21 
 
It is the prerogative and right of host nations to accept or not to accept 
migrants. Nations are interested in preserving or controlling their society: 
“they want to be able to shape the way their nation develops, including the 
values that are contained in the public culture.”22 Host countries, therefore, 
have the right to either open or close their borders toward migrants.  
 Despite the challenges of migration today, some host nations accept 
African immigrants in solidarity for their conditions, in recognition of their 
dignity and rights, and in realization of the abilities or competences 
immigrants bring to their country. In its 2018 Annual Report to Parliament 
on Immigration, the Canadian government stated that it planned to 
welcome and admit about one million immigrants as permanent residents 
between 2019 and 2021. Canada is one of the world’s leading nations for 
welcoming migrants, particularly African migrants.23Besides a friendly-
policy toward migrants, Canada has enacted laws that promote human 
dignity and mobility as well as celebrate multiculturalism and diversity. 
The current Canadian Minister of Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship, 
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the Honourable Ahmed Hussen, acknowledges this reality: “Immigrants 
and their descendants have made immeasurable contributions to Canada, 
and our future success depends on continuing to ensure they are welcomed 
and well-integrated.”24 Even though the availability of resources could be 
a determining factor for host nations to open their borders to African 
immigrants, this is not always the case.  
 It is important to note at this stage of our discussion that sub-Saharan 
Africa hosts over 26% of the global refugee population, with Kenya and 
Uganda being leading models of Africans being ‘Good Samaritans to other 
Africans(cf. Luke 10:25-37).25 These two African nations are not on the 
list of developed nations, nor are they among those nations ranked high on 
the human development index. In the 2018 Human Development Index, 
Uganda is ranked below Kenya. Kenya’s index is below the sub-Saharan 
African average of 0.502.26 Yet, they bear the herculean burden of 
welcoming, protecting, and integrating immigrants into their countries 
amidst scarce resources and slow economic growth. Such examples of 
solidarity and compassion toward immigrants give pride of place to the 
dignity and well-being of the person, over and above self-interest. It is 
disheartening that of the average 31 displaced persons per day globally, 
85%are hosted by developing countries.27 
 As stated earlier, anti-migration legislations and policies are often 
driven by the politics of fear within host nations. The political discourse is 
most often framed around the negative effects and consequences of 
receiving new immigrants. In receiving migrants, host nations risk 
destabilizing an already-established decent and homogeneous society, 
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26 United Nations Development Program, “Human Development Index 
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leading to the depletion of limited resources. In 1983, for instance, during 
the ‘Oil Boom Era’ and concurrent economic prosperity of Nigeria, the 
dwindling economic outlook in some West African nations drew many 
Africans to migrate to Nigeria. Despite the proximity and shared ancestral 
lineage of several West African countries, President Shehu Shagari ordered 
foreigners (about 3 million non-Nigerians, mainly Ghanaians) without 
official residential status to leave Nigeria within two weeks, citing a 
seeming threat of the depletion of scarce resources and economic 
collapse.28 This draconian migration decree continued with the succeeding 
military government of General Muhammadu Buhari in 1984—
approximately12,000 further migrants were deported.29 During this period 
of Nigeria’s history, i.e. in the early 1980s, migration for Nigerians was 
not a major issue. For example, many Nigerians who travelled to North 
America and Europe were eager to return to their homeland. Only in the 
late 1980s, the period of the IMF-imposed structural adjustment 
programme (SAP), did Nigeria witness gradual acceleration of human 
mobility. There is no gainsaying that if Nigeria returns to being a “decent 
state,” Nigerians will migrate less. This is true for many African countries 
undergoing socioeconomic or political crisis.   
 Anti-migration legislation is still very much part of the laws of many 
transit and host nations, propelled by the perceived need to protect the 
national interest and the fear of strained-economic resources and disruption 
of the social environment. The enactment of anti-migration laws by transit 
or host nations may implicitly empower citizens to abuse and mistreat 
migrants. Such abuse and mistreatment include rape, torture, servitude, 
prostitution, and human trafficking. For example, on August 15, 2018, 150 
immigrants (mainly Eritreans and Somalis) who were rescued from the 
Mediterranean revealed that during their sojourn in Libya they had been 
tortured and raped. On arrival into Italy, the Italian government refused 
them entry. Only later did Italy, Ireland, Albania, and the Vatican agree to 
accept them.30 Thus ensued the clash of rights: on the one hand, the right 
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to migrate or to remain in one’s homeland and, on the other, the right of 
nations to open or close their borders to migrants. In response, theologians 
can guide informed decisions that promote human good (and the common 
good) as well as the well-being of citizens and of new immigrants.  
 Given that all humans are citizens of the earth, are born free, are 
unconditionally equal in dignity, and have rights,31 our shared humanity 
demands that citizens living in “failed states” or under challenging 
existential conditions be welcomed if they choose to migrate.32 Every 
country is a potential nation of immigrants, and human mobility is 
connatural to the dynamics of human existence. Pope Francis reiterates the 
integrality of migration in society thus: 
 
The migratory issue, which is a permanent datum of human 
history, also revives the reflection on the nature of the national 
State. All nations are the fruit of the integration of successive 
waves of persons or groups of migrants and tend to be images of 
the diversity of humanity, although united by values, common 
cultural resources, and healthy customs.33 
 
Anti-immigration laws deprive the human person access to the shared 
patrimony of the human community and communion, resulting in denial of 
rights and imposition of onerous duties. In his Message for the 2016 World 
Day of Peace, Pope Francis invites leaders of nations to revisit anti-
migration legislation:  
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31 United Nations, Universal Declaration of Human Right, art. 1,  
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32 Raymond Aina, “Editor’s Note,” Abuja Journal of Philosophy and 
Theology 8 (2018): ix. 
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With regard to migrants, I would ask that legislation on migration 
be reviewed, so, while respecting reciprocal rights and 
responsibilities, it can reflect a readiness to welcome immigrants 
and to facilitate their integration. Special concern should be paid 
to conditions for legal residency since having to live clandestinely 
can lead to criminal behavior.34 
 
This pro-immigration stance of Pope Francis provides a paradigm for 
responding to the growing culture of rejection of African migrants and the 
resentful attitudes of nations toward migrants. The ensuing question is: 
what theological framework can African Christianity offer to immigrants 
and host nations to make the right choices in the face of the current waves 
of African migration? We turn to this theological question beginning with 
an exposition on the civilization of communion. 
 
 
Global Communion and Human Migration 
 
African Christianity has a mission to forge renewed theological and ethical 
frameworks in its response to the prevailing dehumanization of African 
immigrants within and outside Africa. African Christians, and indeed 
African Catholics, must become agents of promoting and witnessing a 
civilization of communion in a globalized world faced with the challenges 
of anti-migration legislations, policies and attitudes. Civilization, as 
conceived here, pertains to a human culture that affirms the dignity and 
rights of every person, irrespective of race, language, religion and social 
status. Pope John Paul II asserts: 
 
Civilization belongs to human history because it answers man’s 
spiritual and moral needs. Created in the image and likeness of 
God, man has received the world from the hands of the creator, 
together with the task of shaping it in his image and likeness. The 
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fulfillment of this task gives rise to civilization, which in the final 
analysis is nothing else than the humanization of the world.35 
 
A civilization of communion is grounded in the mutuality that underlies 
the ultimate goal of living in a meaningful and loving relationship with 
God, with other persons, and with creation. Without a culture of 
communion, human civilization tends to lose the positive overarching 
principles that shape a cooperative humanity and individual identity. A 
civilization of communion is the principle of our shared humanity and 
dignity as humans created by God, beings in relationship. This principle 
embodies human virtues, including respect, care, hospitality, compassion, 
charity and fraternity. The truth of our common human existence echoes, 
in the words of Thomas Berry, that the universe is “a communion of 
subjects and not a collection of objects.”36 We are beings in communion, 
mutually affecting one another and living on a single planet earth.  
 Building a civilization of communion demands a deconstruction of 
individualism and all that obviates community, toward fostering values of 
interdependence, mutuality, relationship and love. The civilization of 
communion is rooted in the Trinitarian communion, which reveals God as 
love (1 John 4:8). The Trinity reveals God as a network of divine persons 
in relationships with undivided unity, and in loving communion. The 
communal and relational Trinity inspires and challenges unity, mutuality 
and solidarity within the human community, where the concerns of fellow 
humans stem from the recognition of our common origin and destiny, 
dignity and rights.37 Mercy Amba Oduyoye expresses an important 
implication of Trinitarian communion: “we find the Persons in a constant 
and perfect mutual relationship, and we are reminded of the need for 
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properly adjusted relationships in our human families, institutions, and 
nations.”38 
 The civilization of communion grounded in the Trinitarian 
communion finds echoes in the African philosophical anthropology called 
Ubuntu (in the Nguni language). Ubuntu prioritizes communion over 
individualism, inclusivity over exclusivity, community over competition, 
hospitality over hostility, dialogue over confrontation, respect over 
domination, solidarity over indifference and acceptance over rejection.39 
Ubuntu differs from the Western philosophical axiom of “I think, therefore, 
I am” (Cogito ergo sum). Rather, its anthropological axiom, as expressed 
in many parts of sub-Saharan Africa is “I am because we are.” The concept 
of Ubuntu, according to the Anglican Archbishop Desmond Tutu, “is the 
essence of being human.” Ubuntu “speaks of the fact that my humanity is 
caught up and inextricably bound up in yours. I am human because I 
belong. It speaks about wholeness; it speaks about compassion.”40 Simply 
put, Ubuntu says: “A person is a person through other persons,” and “I 
belong, I participate, and I share.”41 
 The concept of Ubuntu recognizes shared humanity, common good, 
social harmony, the earth as a common birthplace. Ubuntu recognizes that 
each human person is a gift to the other and thus must be treated as an 
integral part of the whole. From this communal and communitarian 
principle, it follows that the suffering of a migrant rubs on the prosperity 
of a citizen: “The danger that threatens the hunting dog also threatens the 
hunter.”42 Within the context of the discourse on African migration, this 
African proverb implies that the suffering of one migrant impacts on our 
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shared humanity and existence. Thus, when one member of the earth 
community is under threat, their sorrows, fears and anxieties rub on other 
members of the earth community.  
 The principle of Ubuntu can be applied to the civilization of 
communion, as well as to current African migration. The civilization of 
communion embodied in ubuntification calls for the rediscovery of the 
world as a single sacred community, as a fraternity that is predicated on 
our shared paternity as children of God, with equal dignity and rights. The 
social pathologies arising from the current waves of migration are 
fundamentally a radical breakdown of the relationship between nations, 
leading to multiple crises, including wars, conflicts, terrorism, and the 
promotion of self-interest over the good of the global community. With 
regard to human migration, Ubuntu implies that since all men and women 
are created by God and assigned fundamental human dignity and equality, 
every person deserves to be treated with respect and dignity. It means that 
in the face of human tragedies and natural disasters (for example conflict, 
persecution, environmental degradation, famine, war, insecurity), humans 
must not turn a deaf ear to the cries of fellow humans or a blind eye at the 
sight of suffering fellow humans, and that nations must not lock out those 
persons who legitimately opt to be part of their sovereign state. Ubuntu, in 
this sense, places “dialogue at the center of what it means to be fully 
human. It involves a future that seeks to rise above exclusion and 
alienation.”43 Here, dialogue ought to explore the possibilities of bringing 
political leaders and civil societies of migrant’s nations of origin, transit 
nations, and host nations, into conversation to address the challenges of 
human migration. Regarding African migration, dialogue will demand an 
inter-governmental conversation on migration involving not only heads of 
governments, the African Union (AU) and the United Nations, but also 
non-governmental organizations and faith traditions. Even though there are 
existing fora for such dialogue (for example, the Pan-African Forum on 
migration, aimed to promote inter-state dialogue and intra/inter-regional 
cooperation on migration), the emphasis here is that the stories of African 
migrants must not be silenced. The personal narratives of African migrants 
ought to inform the conversation and shape the way forward. 
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 The current wave and trend of African migration offer an invitation 
for Africans to retrieve their cultural values of communion as a recipe for 
being a brother/sister’s keeper to migrants. While geopolitical boundaries 
and physical borders are part of being a sovereign nation, these must not 
rob nations of their shared union or of their patrimony as citizens of a 
common AU and global citizenship. We ask: Do Africans live out a 




Citizenship as Transnational 
 
The twenty-first century is marked by an increasing interconnectedness 
made possible by revolutions in communication and information 
technologies, and free trade and the open market system. The global 
community is gradually fusing into a single village with the border-
crossing of information, goods, services, and above all, people. Besides 
fostering greater homogeneity among peoples, the gains of globalization 
indicate that humans are beings-in-relation realized through a web of 
interconnections and circles of interdependence. Citizenship, as 
understood here, is a crucial denominator of personal identity and of a vital 
sense of belonging.44 Affirming the global citizenship of all, even of 
migrants, makes sense within the context of commitment to “an ordered 
and peaceful coexistence within the human family” in search for the 
common good.45  This commitment is anchored on what Catholic social 
teaching refers to as ‘civil friendship,’ as “the most genuine actualization 
of the principle of fraternity, which is inseparable from that of freedom and 
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equality.”46 Whereas the civil friendship in modern society has not been 
concretized, largely due to “the influence of individualistic and 
collectivistic ideologies,”47 the advocacy for ‘global citizenship’ is an 
advocacy for transcending this untoward influence. Global citizenship, 
with an eye on ‘civilization of communion,’ seeks to ground the claim for 
global action, one “that pursues the goals of peace and development 
through the adoption of coordinated measures.”48 Recognizing the 
Christian social principle of “opus solidaritatis pax” (peace as the fruit of 
solidarity),49 especially in this age of mass migration, the concept of ‘global 
citizenship’ impresses the universal need to adopt coordinated responses 
and policies regarding cross-border migration.  
 Transnational citizenship recognizes that every human person is 
primarily a citizen of the world, and secondarily a citizen of a sovereign 
state. This does not mean that every individual or an African migrant has a 
right to remain in any nation. Rather, migrants ought to be treated with 
respect and care, as bearers of inherent human dignity and inalienable 
rights. Human rights are not lost to an individual merely because he or she 
is an ‘outlaw,’ or an ‘alien,’ or a migrant. Even illegal migrants are entitled 
to the fundamental rights of ‘respect’ and ‘care.’ These two fundamental 
virtues that ought to be accorded migrants stem from the principle of 
humanity. This principle, articulated by Pope John Paul II in his Address 
at General Audience in August 1999, states in part:  
 
That minimum protection of the dignity of every human person, 
guaranteed by international humanitarian law, is all too often violated 
in the name of military or political demands which should never 
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prevail over the value of the human person. Today we are aware of 
the need to find a new consensus on humanitarian principles and to 
reinforce their foundation to prevent the recurrence of atrocities and 
abuse.50 
 
 ‘Respect,’ echoing Hannah Arendt, is a form of civic friendship, 
which does not presuppose intimacy or closeness. It refers to the due regard 
we accord a human person “independent of qualities which we may admire 
or of achievements which we may highly esteem.”51 The loss of ‘respect’ 
in modern times continues to increase the specter of “depersonalization of 
public and social life.”52 ‘Respect’ that is attentive to being ‘human’ is 
enough to forgive error for the sake of the person.53 
 ‘Care’, which is central to human flourishing, has four ethical 
elements: “attentiveness, responsibility, competence, and 
responsiveness.”54 A lack of attentiveness (with words like “we did not 
know”) or the refusal to suspend one’s goals and ambitions for the sake of 
the other (as exemplified in the banality of the evildoer that Hannah Arendt 
forcefully wrote about) or deliberate ignorance is a moral failure. 
Responsibility to care can be viewed from formal agreements, or 
contextually, drawing attention to responsibility beyond the legal 
framework. It attempts to find out, for instance, the conditions of each 
category of migrants—legitimate, illegal, skilled, unskilled, those with 
satisfactory answers at the border control, those with inadequate answers), 
on a case-by-case basis. Informed by compassion and altruism, this 
contextual view of responsibility favours both particularity and 
universality. Furthermore, an ethic of care demands competence in its 
moral agents. Competence implies that having the intention to care is not 
enough. One must put one’s heart and hands to the plough.  Yet, it does not 
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ask for what is impossible. The ‘ought’ presupposes the ‘is.’ Accordingly, 
while countries have the right to assess applications and requests to reside 
in a given country, our proposal for ‘civilization of communion’ argues 
that we must not shy away from asking how fair the machinery is for 
assessing applications for a right to stay.  
 Beyond the civilization of communion, advocating respect and care 
for all bearers of human dignity, our advocacy points to its supererogatory 
dimension. This is where we ask that to deal with migration from its roots 
(sanatio in radice), ‘Friends of Africa’, inspired by the ‘civilization of 
communion’, will go the extra mile to promote policies that would see the 
potential failing African nations receiving technical assistance, so as to 
rebuild structural and institutional capacity. Technical assistance means 
“the supply of skilled people, paid for by the donor. Although the donor 
spends the money, what the recipient government gets are skilled 
foreigners to work for it.”55 Such forms of technical assistance 
deemphasize direct transfer of cash from donor countries to African 
political governments. Rather, assistance is channelled toward redirecting 
nations from the path of economic stagnation and underdevelopment to 
growth and sustainability.56 
 
Emerging Theological Paradigms on Human Migration 
 
The excruciating existential conditions of many African immigrants 
continue to draw the attention of theologians toward articulating a pastoral 
praxis, ethical principles, and an advocacy framework. In this final section, 
we reflect on African Christianity becoming an agent in the reversal of the 
inhumane and degrading fates of immigrants. How can the civilization of 
communion serve as a locus for theological and pastoral praxis toward 
responding to the plight of African migrants? We propose two theological 
paradigms. Firstly, a consideration of migration, not as an isolated human 
right, but rather a right that ought to be measured in light of the principles 
of human dignity and shared humanity. Secondly, we argue for making a 
preferential option for immigrants based on shared humanity, especially in 
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the face of forced migration. In both cases, migrants would be treated as 
global citizens meriting respect and care, as well as being offered dignified 
and humane treatment.  
 As already stated, migration is not an absolute human right, and 
neither is the right for a sovereign nation to accept or reject migrants an 
absolute right. It is a disservice to migrants for host nations to interpret the 
right to migrate and the right to close a nation’s borders in isolation from 
existing rights. The right to migrate is related to the fundamental right that 
all humans are born free and equal in dignity. The Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights states: “All human beings are born free and equal in 
dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience and 
should act toward one another in a spirit of brotherhood.”57 Without the 
recognition of this fundamental human right, the right to migrate and the 
right to close borders, are locked in a conundrum—a clash of rights. The 
right of citizens of sovereign nations to live in dignity, security, and peace 
in their homeland is seen as prior to and more compelling than the right to 
migrate. Host nations have the right to close their borders; but they have 
also an obligation toward the universal common good of human society.58 
Nevertheless, when citizens are forced or compelled to migrate for the sake 
of their lives—a necessary and last option for survival—there is a 
corresponding reason for host nations to appreciate a migrant’s right to be 
welcomed. Host nations have an obligation to protect and provide safe 
havens for such migrants, who must be treated with respect, care, and 
dignity.59 
 The host nation’s right to accept or reject migrants is to be measured 
against the fundamental right of humans to life and to be treated with 
dignity and respect. Akin to other human rights, the right to migration is 
conditional, since it may be restricted by circumstances and factors. The 
right to migrate and be welcomed by nations, therefore, should be awarded 
not based on pre-determined conditions, but as coming from a pre-existing 
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right that the human person is “free and equal in dignity and rights.” This 
leads to enforcing other rights including the respect for human dignity, and 
the common good of the individual and society. We argue, from the above, 
that the exercise of the individual right to migration must be viewed on a 
case-by-case basis and not with a one-size-fits all approach. Yet there is 
always the need for prioritization of the promotion of human dignity (and 
the worth of being human).60 Controlling a nation’s borders is a permissible 
right, but the nation must not exercise this right at the expense of deeper 
human values, particularly the recognition that immigrants are persons 
created in the image and likeness of God, with a dignity that must not be 
violated (Gen 1:26-27); that humanity is a communion of persons sharing 
a common origin and destiny. Enforcing the right to migrate is necessary 
to prevent the degradation of the dignity of the migrant and to protect the 
common good.  
 The second theological paradigm is making an option for migrants. 
The prevalent culture of rejection and mistreatment of African immigrants 
evokes memories of the slave trade regimes of the sixteenth to the 
nineteenth centuries. Today, African immigrants are exiting their 
homelands because of cultural, political, socio-economic and religious 
factors, natural disasters and the outbreak of epidemics. Philomena 
Mwaura notes that for the majority of Africans, migration is part of the 
daily struggle against debilitating poverty, implicit and explicit forms of 
political oppression, civil wars, conflicts, and political instability.61An 
option for migrants stems from the mission of Jesus to bring liberation to 
the poor and most vulnerable of society (cf. Luke 4: 18-21).  
 Jesus was a welcoming and good host to the marginalized (cf. Mark 
2:15-16). A nation’s ability to make an option to welcome and accept 
migrants depends on a collective sense of having been welcomed in their 
own vulnerability.62 Often, citizens of host nations suffer a collective 
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amnesia that they were “once foreigners” who “know the heart of an alien” 
(Exod 23:9). The Christian faith is not to be isolated from the plight of 
migrants, refugees, internally displaced persons, and exiles. The Christian 
mission takes the existential suffering conditions of African immigrants as 
a locus of theology: they have become a class of the powerless poor in the 
face of rejection and marginalization; they look up to nations, global 
institutions, and the Christian churches for liberation and reprieve from 
their predicament. Often, the Christian community has failed them. 
Christian churches need to be involved where the immigrants and migrants 
are—and theologians have to descend to the world of migrants in their 
theologizing. This means listening to their “sacred” stories and entering 
into their world. Policymakers, in legislating, must seek to understand the 
bigger questions and respond appropriately to protect the vulnerable in the 
face of suffering and injustice. An option for African migrants means that 
African Christians provide material welfare and technical support, as well 
as pastoral presence and spiritual assistance to migrants. An option for 
migrants is a Christian response to the need of greater respect and care for 
the most vulnerable of the global village; it is an option drawn from 




This article wrestles with the ethical and theological implications arising 
from mass migration into various countries, especially Europe and North 
America. We highlighted the often-unpalatable motivations for migration, 
ranging from disease, natural disasters, poverty and mass violence to 
limited economic opportunities in the native lands. Though most of the 
migrants who appear at the various border posts of these European and 
North American countries do not possess the requisite papers, they pose 
both legal and ethical challenges to these countries. Since they are law-
breakers of the land, are they entitled to any justiciable right and justified 
considerations? On the one hand, we acknowledge that the right to 
migration, like various fundamental human rights, is not absolute. If a 
threat is apparent due to mass migration or a large influx of migrants, then 
borders may be closed or controlled.63  On the other hand, we argue, from 
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the perspective of Catholic social teaching on human rights and liberties, 
that ‘errors’ have rights; or better still, bearers of errors have rights.  
 We adopt the above position because migration and injustice are 
“linked in inverse proportion.”64 If justice (as with equality and equity) 
decreases in a nation, “forced or ‘driven’ migration increases.”65 We have 
underscored that migration is always a last resort. Generally, even 
indigenous peoples do not desire to leave home and risk losing not just 
their young, but also “their traditional ways, their language and their 
culture.”66 This is why ‘Friends of Africa,’ egged on by the civilization of 
communion, would do well to help African peoples overcome their 
‘indecent state,’ so as to have little or no cause to feel desperate to leave 
home. This demands greater advocacy at various international gatherings 
and institutions for all stakeholders in the international community, to 
pursue the full implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development and the Paris Climate Agreement.67 The twin dimensions of 
the ethical (respect and ethics of care) and the supererogatory (mercy and 
gratuitousness) contained in civilization of communion can contribute 
toward Africans enjoying their “right to remain in dignity, security, and 
peace in their countries of origin.” 
 Civilization of communion poses a challenge to Africans themselves. 
Africans cannot expect other peoples to embrace them in the civilization 
of communion when they themselves do not see fellow Africans as citizens 
of the African Union (AU). How can the call for civilization of communion 
in the treatment of immigrants reverberate across the globe when Africans 
subject their fellow citizens to xenophobic, racist, and ethnocentric 
attacks? Yet, as far back as 2007, the Economic Community of West 
African States (ECOWAS) offered an inspiration for African citizenship 
with its protocol of free movement, right of residence, and the provision 
for ECOWAS citizens to travel within the sub-region without visas. 
Indeed, one cannot often point to xenophobic attacks on migrants within 
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the ECOWAS sub-region. The same cannot be said of other regions of 
Africa. Hence, creating a strong protocol on migration and free movement, 
with a specific time limit for implementation, may, for the AU, be the right 
step toward promulgation, backed by enforceable legislation. This form of 
action is an appropriate challenge for Africans to see themselves as 
citizens, not just of their respective nations, but of the AU. Beyond AU 
citizenship, civilization of communion ultimately calls for the rediscovery 
of citizenship in its expansive sense. 
 Based on the demands of ‘civil friendship’ and ‘civilization of 
communion,’ we argue that host nations, which welcome and accept 
immigrants, ought to be given adequate assistance by the global 
community to integrate the new comers in ways that promote and do not 
endanger the common good of a nation’s citizens. In the case of developing 
host countries, continental blocs and the global community can set aside a 
seed fund that would be dispensed to promote the expansion of 
infrastructure and create economic opportunities that could benefit 
migrants and refugees. This would complement ongoing interventions on 
African migration by faith-based and non-governmental organizations, 
faith traditions and global institutions (like the UNHCR, with the specific 
mandate toward refugees, who flee their countries for reasons such as 
persecution and war). However, migrants, as ‘global citizens,’ must imbibe 
the values of reciprocity and gratitude. They have the responsibility to 
respect the cultural traditions, ethos and social ethics and laws of the host 
nations, as they, the welcomed guests, gradually become an integral part 
of the new nation. 
 The norm of respect as a justified claim of consideration underpins 
the advocacies and actions for migrants of all categories as ‘global 
citizens,’ who are bearers of inalienable rights and responsibilities. In the 
same vein, host nations, as locations of civil friendship, deserve respect 
and technical and moral assistance for welcoming and creating space for 
the migrants. The reciprocity of respect, anchored on ‘civilization of 
communion’ and the pursuit of the common good for authentic 
development, offers the world a higher likelihood of experiencing peace 
and rebuilding trust among peoples separated by individualistic and 
collectivistic ideologies. The result is a concretization of opus solidaritatis 
pax (peace as the fruit of solidarity). 
Bulletin of Ecumenical Theology, vol. 31 (2019), 85-99 
 
MATTHEW 25: 35—CROSSROADS ENCOUNTER OF AFRICAN 
PEOPLES ON THE MOVE 
 





Although the phenomenon of peoples on the move seems as old as 
humankind’s existence, its manifestations in recent times prove 
problematic to communities and governments across the globe. Forced out 
of ancestral households by hostilities or deplorable economic conditions, 
migrants become exposed to untold perils. As a child survivor of a pogrom 
and a Civil War, I employ the uniquely Matthean parabolic saying, 
Matthew 25:31-46, particularly verse 35, to interrogate as well as proffer 
some solutions to the migration quandary in Africa. With narrative 
criticisms as well as cultural hermeneutic as tools, the essay maintains that 
the crossroads encounter that employ the Matthean considerations of 





The childhood experience of being a refugee living at the 
crossroads during the Nigeria-Biafra war (1966-70), is part of the 
insight I bring into this research. I have drunk from the well of 
refugees and not merely looking into it or analyzing its content. 
The Bible presents various stories of migration of which the story 
of Israel is paradigmatic. This singular narrative provides further 
insights in engaging the thesis this essay proposes. 
 Migration, as a phenomenon, remains a perennial occurrence 
among communities of the nations. Although people emigrate for 
various reasons, the phenomenon in recent times appears 
unparalleled in modern history. Increased tensions and hostilities 
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among peoples, famines, natural disasters, and skewed global 
economic systems, among others, escalate the rate of emigration 
to a catastrophic level in some areas of Africa and the Middle East. 
Worthy of note is that oppression or other negative circumstances 
may not necessarily be the only causes for emigration; the affluent 
and the powerful also migrate at one time or another.   The 
crossroads have become places of dearth of food, water, and 
shelter for millions of peoples seeking refuge from a liminal state 
characterized by apparent rootlessness.  The passion for food and 
shelter (or clothing) is so strong that the apostle Paul presents both 
as extreme situations that can cause a believer to repudiate his or 
her faith in the love of Christ (Rom 8: 35). Today’s migrants more 
than ever have become subjects of rights in the sense of hospitality 
and mercy not only from a biblical perspective but also from Civil 
Rights groups such as Amnesty International.  
 Migration affects not only persons but nations as well. Apart 
from the brain drain from the so-called underdeveloped countries 
to developed nations, the large movement of peoples from African 
villages into the urban centres continues to raise many social 
concerns. Such large influx into medium size cities creates its own 
social problems, of which poverty, public health issues, and 
criminality, represent some of the downside of abandoning rural 
communities with its relatively stable environs.2 Remarkably, 
sustainable development in traditional African societies hinges on 
the activities of the bold peasantry in the rural communities.  
 This article contributes to assuaging the predicament of 
African migrants from a biblical perspective with insights from the 
gospel of Matthew 25:35. The essay attempts to offer some 
exegetical comments on the chosen Matthean text with the 
particular concern of showing that an act of mercy and compassion 
alone does not guarantee salvation, one must also perform the 
duties that belong to divine worship, praise and honor of God. The 
term mercy seems to capture the various positive manners in 
relating to the alien and to marginal persons. A study of the word 
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“mercy”, an underlying tenet of the text, precedes a discussion on 
issues affecting migrants in Africa. The appropriation of Matt 
25:35 is followed by the conclusion.     
 
 
Exegetical Comments on Matthew 25:35 
 
Klyne R. Snodgrass, in Stories with Intent, posits that the parabolic 
saying of the sheep and the goats (Matt 25:31-46),3 the last of 
Matthew’s five parables on future eschatology (13:47-50; 24:45-
51; 25:1-13; 25:14-30), suggests little about the future kingdom. 
According to Snodgrass, the implied similitude evokes life in the 
present, impressing on the addressees the criteria for judgment and 
encouraging them to show mercy and love to the afflicted. 
However, the parable continues to be read as an eschatological 
discourse—a judgement motif, which grows stronger in the 
preceding parable of the Talents (25:14-30) and culminates with 
the Son of Man seating in judgement over the sheep and the goat 
(25:21-36), which includes the text under review (v. 35). But 
whatever outcome depends on the quality of care, of mercy to 
humanity.  Attending to humanities’ basic needs (hunger, thirst, 
and shelter) underscores the quality of mercy that Jesus’s Matthew 
teaches in the text under study. Mercy in this sense constitutes 
hospitality.  
 Remarkably, this special Matthean allegorical parable of the 
Last Judgment encapsulates many prominent themes in 
Christianity. The teaching, without doubt, is one of the strongest 
social and religious messages of the gospel. This Last Judgment 
text (Matt 25:32-46) agrees with the Letter of James on the social 
dimension of faith as some scholars have observed.4 Snodgrass 
suggests it may also have political implications for the kingdom.5 
Mindful of the limitations of parabolic sayings, however, their 
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interpretation cannot represent whole systems of theology. Rather, 
the sayings provide pathways to faith that seeks understanding 
upon which some exegetical comments may throw more light. 
 
For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty you 
gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you 
welcomed me (Matt 25,35, NRSV).6 (ἐπείνασα γὰρ καὶ 
ἐδώκατέ μοι φαγεῖν, ἐδίψησα καὶ ἐποτίσατέ με, ξένος 
ἤμην καὶ   συνηγάγετέ με (Mat 25:35 BGT) 
 
 
“For I was hungry and you gave me food” (ἐπείνασα γὰρ 
καὶ ἐδώκατέ μοι   φαγεῖν) 
The phrase ἐπείνασα γὰρ καὶ ἐδώκατέ μοι φαγεῖν (“for I was 
hungry…) seems so straightforward. Being hungry (πεινάω) is a 
basic instinct of any living organism. About 516 (NIV) biblical 
references on the word “eat” amplifies the object of hunger and 
underscores its significance. Satiating hunger, whether 
metaphorical or real, is the first petition in the Lord’s Prayer: “Give 
us this day our daily bread” (Matt 6:11; Luke 11:13). Matthew’s 
and Luke’s accounts of the disciples of Jesus plucking ears of corn 
(and eating them) on the Sabbath (Matt 12:4, Luke 6:1-5), 
something forbidden, parallels the episode of David and his men 
with the Holy Bread (I Sam 21:4), episodes that accentuate the 
extent to which a person can go to alleviate hunger. Matthew’s 
Jesus ends the confrontation of ears of corn incident with the 
Pharisees on the note of mercy, “I desire mercy not sacrifice” (Matt 
12:7). Thus, mercy is what pleases God. Alleviating πεινάω falls 
within the realm of the Great Commandment, or the love precept 
(cf. Matt 22:37-39; Mark 12:30-31; Luke 10:27), a principle that 
undergirds Israel’s covenantal relationship (Deut. 10:17-19; 15:11; 
Acts 6:1-7). In the iconic parable of the merciful father, hunger not 
repentance forced the wasteful son to return home to his father: 
“but here I am dying of hunger . . . I will rise and go to my father” 
(Luke 15:17-18). Scholars point out that the love dictum dates 
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back to the Golden Rule (circa 1300 B.C.). The prophets of Israel 
insisted on the love command as well as the New Testament 
writers. Teachings on feeding the hungry also abound in early 
Jewish writings such as Tobit 4:16); 2 Enoch 9:1, ancient Near 
Eastern texts, among others.  
 
 
“I was thirsty you gave me something to drink” 
(ἐδίψησα καὶ ἐποτίσατέ με) 
Food may not necessarily be separated from drink. In verse 35, 
however, the author presents drink in a separate clause from food 
and, in so doing, stresses its significance—ἐδίψησα καὶ ἐποτίσατέ 
με. The word drink is witnessed 321 times in the Bible (NIV). A 
drink of water, literally, can become a life saver in extreme 
circumstance of διψάω. The encounter of Jesus and the woman of 
Samaria (John 4:1-42) probably represents the best example of 
thirst in the New Testament. Emblematic also is the experience of 
Israel at Rephidim (Exod. 17: 3). According to the Deuteronomist 
writers, this incidence of thirst almost led the throng to the brink 
of disaster, a consequence that would bear negatively on the plan 
of God to create a special people for the God-self (Exod 19:5). The 
God-self quenched Israel’s thirst with water from the Rock (Exod 
17:6). John records Jesus on the cross agonizing for a drink, “I 
thirst” (John 19:28).  Noteworthy is the parallel sayings on drink 
given to disciples because they “bear the name of Christ” (Matt 
10:42; Mark 9:41); but the action suggested in the parallel text 
appears different from the drink in Matt 25:35. While the former 
was targeted to only the disciples, the latter has a universal 
character, implying that the drink giver, gives freely to any in need 
and not just a disciple.  
 
 
“I was a stranger and you welcomed me” (ξένος ἤμην 
καὶ   συνηγάγετέ με) 
I was an alien (ξένος), a foreigner, συνηγάγετέ με, you have taken 
me in as family, consequently taking away my alien status.  
συνάγω—receive as a guest, invite in, welcome—literally to 
“gather together” or bring me together, provide me comfort, shield 




me from the harsh elements. People celebrate their oneness in 
various forms, particularly in showing hospitality, gathering-in or 
giving shelter to wayfarers, itinerants and travelers. The itinerant 
Jesus and his band of followers found such “gathering” space in 
the home of the family of Martha, Mary and Lazarus (Luke 10:38-
42) so much so that Jesus was obliged to reciprocate their 
hospitality at the death of Lazarus (John 11:1-39). Paul recounts 
the number of times he felt like a stranger and received shelter (Act 
16:13-15), particularly at Philippi in the home of Lydia. The Letter 
to the Hebrews makes it obvious that welcoming strangers was a 
duty for people of the biblical faith tradition: “Do not neglect 
hospitality, for through it some have unknowingly entertained 
angels” (Heb. 13:1). First century Christians may also have 
understood themselves as strangers as the First Letter of Peter 
suggests, by equating their status to those of “aliens and 
sojourners” (1 Peter 2:11), a thought which emphasizes hospitality 
in the early church. 
 Hospitality to strangers features prominently in the Elijah-
Elisha cycle of stories. The widow of Zarephath and her son 
offered hospitality to the prophet Elijah (1 Kg 17:8-16). In like 
manner, the woman of Shunem and her husband (2 Kings 4:8-17) 
provided shelter for the prophet Elisha. In Judaism, Abraham and 
Sarah epitomize the hospitality motif (Gen 18:3; 19:2-3); Jewish 
religious tradition presents the good acts of Abraham and Sarah as 
models of virtue full of humanity and grace. The understanding 
was that because God was Israel’s host (Ps. 39:12; Lev. 25:23), 
Israel believed that they must play host to others who were without 
a home of their own.7  For these reasons, hospitality, understood, 
as bringing in guests, became a true moral institution, and a highly 
appreciated virtue in Judaism. For the Israelites, therefore, 
showing hospitality is imitating God who “loves the sojourners, 
giving them food and clothing” (Deut10:18-19; Lev19:34). There 
is a way in which the story of Cain killing Abel (Gen 4:1-16) 
resonates with hospitality in the sense of not finding humanity in 
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the other.8 Implicitly, denying migrants shelter can be tantamount 
to the sin of Cain by not being “his brother’s keeper” (Gen 4,9), 
abandoning the afflicted to perish outside the community.  
 The principle of caring for the marginal figures, the deprived 
outsider, evokes the expression of mercy, which the beatitudes 
amplify (Matt 5:7). Jesus, in the Matthean parable (25:31-46), 
demands a very different religious standard of his followers, from 
those of the establishment, which he criticized in Matthew chapter 
23. To care is consistent with showing mercy, an undeserved 





The word “mercy” can be expressed in a variety of ways such as 
compassion, pity, clemency, forgiveness, sympathy, humanity, 
understanding, and a host of other related words. These cognates, however, 
represent the various aspects of mercy. But what is mercy? The word 
mercy literally means "sorrowful at heart". “Tender mercy” (οἰκτίρμων) 
closely approximates sorrowful at heart. Okoronkwo puts it thus: mercy 
evokes the feeling of sympathy specially in grief or sorrow; and a 
willingness to offer some assistance.9 Furthermore, mercy consists of 
embracing the misfortune and suffering of the other as if they were one’s 
own; it impels one to take necessary steps to alleviate that misery.  
Oftentimes the English expressions fall short in communicating words in 
the African context. Mercy, for instance, in my mother tongue, Etche-Igbo, 
yields more insights than the English term.  
 Mercy as “sorrow of heart” is close to its expression in my mother 
tongue, Etche-Igbo dialect. We express mercy as umeizhi. Umeizhi (ume = 
breath; izhi = sensitivity). Umeizhi closely approximates sensitivity that 
tugs at the breath (ume = breath). Breath is life’s principle, a divine 
attribute (Gen 2:7). Hence, umeizhi or umeizhizhi can mean feeling what 
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the other feels in the deepest recesses of one’s being, one’s spirit. In 
feeling, one is simultaneously able to transcend any miserable situation and 
bring the other to a more acceptable position, removing suffering and 
giving them that which they desire desperately, whether they deserve it or 
not (cf. the Parable of the Prodigal Son, Luke 15: 32). The concept of 
umeizhi, therefore, connotes a signification that appears deeper than mere 
pity or sympathy. It is closer to compassion. It not only entails a degree of 
sensitivity to the distress and affliction of another but also a certain degree 
of mental or emotional entry or participation in the other’s suffering to such 
an extent that it engenders an impulsivity to actively comfort the one who 
suffers by ameliorating, if not totally eliminating, the cause of the distress. 
That is exactly how the Gospel writers represent Jesus’ action toward those 
in distress. Jesus not only took pity on the suffering, but he as well went 
about doing good, for example, healing the sick, feeding the hungry, 
welcoming and reinstating the excluded, raising the dead, and so on, as the 
Gospels clearly attest.    
 In the Hebrew Scriptures over 290 verses communicate mercy and 
more than 70 New Testament verses recount the mercy of God.  Mercy 
expressed in the Bible cannot be understood without another critical 
biblical concept, Justice.  Mercy alone is an orphan, St. Bernard put it thus: 
Mercy and judgment are the two feet of God, both must go together for 
each to be meaningful.10 In other words, mercy makes sense only in the 
context of justice. Whereas justice can mean giving a person what is due 
to her/him (e.g. the widow and the unjust judge in Luke 18:1-8), mercy 
weighs in where justice can be injurious to the recipient; hence the 
expression, temper justice with mercy. Mercy is a free gift, a self-gift (cf. 
1 Timothy 1:13: “I have received mercy”), regardless of what had been 
before for mercy triumphs over judgment. 
 The virtue of mercy directs all the powers of the four cardinal virtues 
(Prudence, Temperance, Courage, Justice) toward the suffering other. 
Against the natural inclination to avoid those who suffer, mercy impels one 
toward them (Matt 25:35). Thomas Aquinas, in Summa Theologiae: Mercy 
(Secunda Secundae Partis, Q. 30), maintains that it is a compassionate heart 
that will bring one to acts of mercy. The compassionate heart feels with 
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another, takes into itself the misery of another which in any way does not 
suggest pity. But mercy, unlike pity, is not simply a passive experience; it 
is an active virtue. The merciful one will seek first to relieve misery but 
will not stop there. The causes of suffering need to be addressed, and the 
suffering person supported in the struggle to attain fullness of life. In 
showing mercy to the migrant which goes beyond giving food, quenching 
thirst and providing shelter, justice demands a sustainable settling.  
 
 
Discussion on African Migrants  
 
A critical survey of the population of various villages and hamlets 
across Africa would support the assertion that everyone at one 
epoch or another was a migrant. Even those asserting 
autochthonous claims can hardly substantiate such claims. But 
migration has not always been a negative phenomenon until recent 
times when fierce competition for scarce economic resources gave 
rise to incidences of xenophobia. Oddly, even countries that were 
noted for being overwhelmingly established by immigrants, such 
as the United States of America, have recently become less 
receptive to migrants. That makes the situation even more 
problematic. My experience of the Nigerian Civil War (1966-
1970) offers me first-hand experience of the status of a refugee or 
people on the move. During that war, my family received mercy 
from complete strangers who found us unannounced, at their 
doorsteps. These unprepared but ready hosts, received, fed and 
provided us with shelter, they gathered us in. Many exhibited great 
compassion to and solidarity with the throngs of refugees returning 
from Northern Nigeria—a movement occasion by the pogrom 
(1966)—as well as those fleeing from their ancestral home in the 
war-torn South (most of present-day Rivers and Bayelsa States). 
We and other refugees moved from one village to another in the 
Igbo heartland, fleeing the air-raids and the advancing Federal 
troops. It was an ordeal. Some teenage girls and young adult 
women were given shelter in the forest to save them from being 




violated by the advancing troops.11 This very act was an epitome 
of hospitality.  
 Refugees received much sympathy and humane care not 
because they belonged to Christ but because they were human 
beings. Although millions, particularly children perished due to 
illness, hunger, thirst, and lack of shelter, the Red Cross, Caritas 
and Joint Church Aid kept several millions alive by providing 
food, medicine and clothes. Most refugees, including myself, lost 
three years of formal education.  I am an eye witness survivor. 
These facts have been well documented in other places.12  After 
the war, without any government rehabilitation program, merciful 
(οἰκτίρμων) persons helped my family and other families restart 
life. 
 But such demonstration of humanity appears to have waned 
with the passage of time. The seeming apathy that greets migrants 
in Nigeria and elsewhere in Africa calls for a closer examination 
of the African notion of community popularized in the Bantu 
philosophy: “I am because we are -----.” The contemporary 
migration patterns on the continent have put the much trumpeted 
African hospitality to the test.13 In Nigeria, for example, the 
experiences of people fleeing the Boko Haram insurgency and the 
conflict between Fulani herders and indigenous farmers in the 
Northern and Middlebelt states as well as displaced persons in the 
Niger Delta region, where militancy against the Government and 
the Oil Industries are on the rise, appear to overwhelm the 
communities nearest to the troubled areas. Even Cameroon has its 
fair share of problems from refugees fleeing the Boko Haram 
terror. Not much creative and constructive thought has been given 
to these issues by the Church, the State and by the local 
communities.    
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Attending to the needs of migrants and those at the margin of society 
remains the focal point of Christian charity. But justice also demands 
eliminating the conditions that breed forced migration as noted above. 
Given the gravity of migration on the African continent, charity and justice, 
the two feet of mercy, call for action within the hierarchical structure of the 
African Church. Contrary to some views that the Pontifical Council for the 
Pastoral Care of Migrants and Itinerant People remains at the topmost level 
of the universal church, one notes that at least some religious congregations 
minister elaborately to refugees. The Jesuit Refugee Services (JRS), for 
example, have remained involved with refugees and migrants, from the 
Great Lake regions, Southern Sudan as well as the horn of Africa. On a 
smaller scale, women religious communities also meet people on the move 
at the crossroads, offering care and comfort. But the almost non-existence 
of the office for Migrants and Displaced Persons at diocesan levels in 
Nigeria begs the question: Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and 
gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? And when was 
it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you . . .? (Matt25:37-38). 
Although the Justice, Peace and Development Commission (JDPC) in 
some Nigerian Catholic dioceses attend to the migrants, refugees and 
persons on the margin, the exigencies of the times demand a distinct office 
for this category of persons, a response to the signs of the time to which 
Gaudium et Spes (no. 3 & 4) draws attention to.     
 While probing the level of the mercy-response by the African Church 
with regard to migrants and refugees, the larger African society cannot be 
ignored as well. Concern for those at the margins, concern for migrants, 
refugees and travellers must awaken Africans to retrieve and make 
contemporaneous the “We-logic.” We-logic, a reasoning that takes 
onboard our common humanity, is at variance with the “I-logic” that extols 
individualism.14 A “we-logic” mode of existence represents community, 
communication and solidarity; its modus operandi is “gathering in” 
because according to the Igbo, igwe bu ike (there is strength in numbers). 
Nwanne di na mba—loosely translated, in a faraway land, a total stranger 
can act as a kinfolk—resonates with “gathering in”; notions that portray 
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entrenchment of hospitality in Igbo life. That is to say, actions that manifest 
concern for the weak and vulnerable reside in the ethos of hospitality 
deriving from a common human ancestry.  
 In Igbo traditions’ past, houses of hospitality never existed. But 
people opened up their homes to receive guests and strangers. This singular 
act was amply exhibited during the Nigerian Civil War. The war brought 
out the best in Nwanne di na mba, a notion which African theologians can 
expand and propose as a response to the care of migrants.15 Adopting the 
attitude of a kinfolk in faraway land can influence African peoples to 
endorse the ethos of “gathering in”. Furthermore, denying people on the 
move food, water and shelter approximates crime against humanity. The 
various fronts of Truth and Reconciliation Commissions in post-conflict 
societies in Africa can expand their inquiry into the critical areas of failure 
of hospitality while at the same time prosecuting those “who bear the 
greatest responsibility” for war crimes.16 
 Imagine the pressure on hospitality toward strangers in first century 
Palestine.  Firstly, the hardship imposed by the Roman occupation army 
and, secondly, the plague of banditry in the rural areas would enormously 
stretch the rule of hospitality. Yet Jesus’ teaching is undaunted by these 
shortcomings, a teaching that calls for righteousness, which consists of 
obedience expressed in deeds that transcend faith traditions. Although 
some may appropriate Matthew 25:31-46 as a specifically Christian text, 
internal and external evidence, however, do not support the assertion. 
Mercy and compassion are universal human qualities as ancient texts and 
African oral texts, cited above confirm.  
 It seems though that modern economic development and its 
globalization tendencies have no room for African hospitality. These 
factors compromise the situations of migrants and refugees within the 
continent. But elsewhere, for example in some western societies, the idea 
of assisting migrants and wayfarers still has currency. In the United States, 
for example, the Catholic Conference of Bishops (USCCB) established an 
office, for peoples on the move. The project situated at the USCCB 
headquarters in Washington D.C. known as the USCCB Office of Pastoral 
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Care of Migrants, Refugees and Travelers has as its current Assistant 
Director a Nigerian Religious Sister, Handmaid, Johanna Okereke, HHCJ. 
Long before the USCCB project, an individual American, Dorothy Day 
(1897-1980), founded the Catholic Worker Movement in many parts of the 
United States, in order to provide hospitality for wayfarers. For Dorothy 
Day, hospitality and mercy were a way to celebrate Christ in strangers.17  
 Why organized actions of hospitality to migrants seem non-existent 
within the Church structures in Nigeria and other African Episcopal 
Conferences remain a surprise.  The failure of the African Church to reveal 
the face of the merciful and just God has left many suffering peoples in 
despair and meaninglessness. Many, in the face of unparalleled suffering, 
pose the existential question: where is God in the face of much pain and 
distress? The thought of a merciful and just God who does not act in the 
midst of untold human suffering is a morass to people of faith. Could it 
also have led some to espouse agnosticism at best and atheism at worst? 
The truth remains, however, that without God, there is no longer a future 
filled with possibilities, a future impregnated with hope for ultimate 
meaning and consummate justice.18 The world, therefore, more than ever, 
desperately needs the African Church today to reveal the face of the 
merciful and just God to the many displaced and dislocated peoples across 
continents. 
 Furthermore, political authorities across the continent cannot but be 
proactive in challenging the root causes of the high rate of migration within 
national borders and internationally. Since, for the most part, internal 
conflicts and the deplorable economic conditions drive migration, it is 
within the purview of African governments to generate a climate of trust 
and dialogue within their countries, create jobs, provide security for 
persons and businesses to flourish. To restore human dignity and secure 
the future of a country, providing security and a safe economic 
environment would undoubtedly reduce the level of transnational 
migration, particularly from the global south to the global north. The 
Nigerian government, for example, can establish parastatals that entrench 
intense and transparent government-community partnership, with a strong 
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bias towards peacebuilding, security, and robust economic development, 






Most communities in Nigeria had neither homeless people nor street 
children until recent times. Migrants, travellers or refugees were hardly 
part of the African landscape. Traditional hospitality had been very 
inclusive.  But today, hospitality, though important in our rhetoric and for 
our survival, is beginning to weaken as the traditional mechanisms that 
supported it are gradually eroded by the new global order driven by 
globalization.  The most threatened of them all is the extended family. 
Extended family structure, the bedrock of hospitality, is gradually being 
replaced by the nuclear family and the social phenomenon of 
individualism. 
 Hospitality, evidenced in mercy and love, remains the barometer of 
humanity and even more so, of Christian discipleship according to 
Matthew 25:31-46. Indeed, acts of mercy cannot be separated from deeds 
of restoration to full humanity. Early Church Father, St. Irenaeus, sums it 
up thus: "the glory of God is a human being fully alive".  
 Compassion and mercy remain the criteria for judgment, regardless 
of theological leanings. But caution must be exercised in drawing 
conclusions on the Last Judgment from this parabolic saying. It would be 
a gross under-appreciation of the Matthean text to base the response to the 
needs of the afflicted on the development of faith alone. My experience as 
a refugee during the Nigerian Civil War, confirms as well as amplifies that 
mercy, in terms of umeizhi, remains a universal value; persons or countries 
that choose to ignore this fundamental human instinct lean towards crime 
against humanity. Reflecting and acting on the grounds of our common 
humanity constitutes the acid test in relating to migrants, refugees and 
peoples on the crossroads of life. Civil authorities across African countries 
must be proactive in mitigating the human and economic crises of 
emigration by providing peaceful and economically robust environment 
for citizens to flourish. Matthew’s Last Judgement scene (25:31-46) 
redefines the imitation of God (Exod. 34:6) in insisting that the basic mode 
of human existence rests on deeds of mercy, specifically feeding the 





hungry, giving water to the thirsty and, sheltering the foreigner, the gospel 
author challenges persons and communities, who espouse the biblical faith 
tradition to entrench this mode of relationship as a way of being human.  
Bulletin of Ecumenical Theology, vol. 31 (2019), 100-110 
 
THE FLIGHT IMPERATIVE:  
A READING OF MATTHEW 10:23 IN LIGHT OF THE ISLAMIC 
DOCTRINE OF HIJRA 
 






What light, if any, can the Islamic doctrine of Hijra shed on the reading of 
Matthew 10:23? Such is the central question to which this paper attempts 
to provide an answer. Locating itself within the field of Comparative 
Theology, it seeks to make the case that a detour through another faith 






 “To flee or not to flee?”2 Such is the dilemma of those facing religious 
persecution. Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar, Falun Gong practitioners, 
Tibetan Buddhists and Uighur Muslims in China, Shia Muslims and other 
religious minorities in Saudi Arabia, Christians who fled the advance of 
ISIS in Iraq and Syria. These examples and more point to religious 
persecution as an enduring cause of internal displacement and international 
migration. How do different faith communities respond to religious 
persecution? What theological or historical resources are available to those 
faced with the options of either fleeing to save their life, and losing their 
(ancestral) homes and livelihoods in the process, or staying and facing 
internment camps and re-education programs (China) or even death (ISIS 
and Myanmar)? These are questions worth asking in the face of persistent 
restrictions to religious freedom. This essay explores some limited aspects 
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of these questions with particular reference to Christianity and Islam. Its 
ambition is to be an experiment in comparative theology, understood here 
following Francis X. Clooney’s approach. Clooney defines comparative 
theology as “acts of faith seeking understanding which are rooted in a 
particular faith tradition but which, from that foundation, venture into 
learning from one or more other faith traditions.” He further specifies: 
“This learning is sought for the sake of fresh theological insights that are 
indebted to the newly encountered tradition/s as well as the home 
tradition.”3 I will be venturing from Christianity into Islam, then returning 
to Christianity. This back-and-forth movement structures my reflection. In 
the first part, I look at Matthew 10:23 to highlight some of the difficulties 
inherent to its interpretation. In the second part, I present the Islamic 
doctrine of Hijra. In the third part, I briefly look at how the doctrine of 
Hijra can provide a useful lens for interpreting Matthew 10:23 in relation 
to religious persecution.  
 Such a foray into another faith tradition—in this case Islam—should 
not be taken as suggesting that the resources of the Christian tradition are 
not enough to explore the deeper meaning of this verse. Likewise, this 
venture into another tradition should not be interpreted as a sign that the 
present reflection is oblivious of the dangers of establishing a false 
equivalence between two theological traditions with differing foundational 
principles and unique historical trajectories. This foray is rather based on 
the conviction that it is always possible to learn something from others 
without denying the difference in plausibility structures operating in each 
case. Besides, far from drawing broader implications, this “experiment” in 
comparative theology limits itself to the particular case deployed here. No 
far-reaching theological assertion is made with regard to the overall 




When they persecute you in one town, flee to the next; for truly I 
tell you, you will not have gone through all the towns of Israel 
before the Son of Man comes. (Matthew 10:23, NRSV) 
 
                                                 
3 Francis X. Clooney, Comparative Theology (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 
2010), 10. 




In the face of persecution, Christians have historically behaved in a variety 
of ways. These range from the acceptance of (and even search for) 
martyrdom to outright apostasy. There are a variety of options between 
these two extremes. Flight is one of them. Flight as an option is suggested 
in Matthew 10:23, where Jesus encourages those he missions to flee to 
another town if they are persecuted in one. 
 Matthew 10:23 occurs within the broader context of the summoning 
and missioning of the Twelve Apostles by Jesus (Matthew 10:1-42). After 
summoning the Twelve (10:1-4), Jesus instructs them on their mission and 
the conditions under which it is to be carried out (10:5-15). He warns them 
of coming persecutions, noting that he is sending them out “like sheep into 
the midst of wolves”, consequently inviting them to be “wise as serpents 
and innocent as doves.” (10:16) Part of the observance of this instruction 
will consist in avoiding to recklessly throw away one’s life when 
persecution breaks out. In effect, Jesus advises them to flee, assuring them 
that their flight will not be endless. Indeed, they “will not have gone 
through all the towns of Israel before the Son of Man comes.” (10:23) As 
such, they are asked not to look for martyrdom for its own sake.4  
 Jesus’ instruction to flee in the face of persecution—and not to look 
for martyrdom for its own sake—is patterned on his own experience during 
his public ministry. In effect, as long as his “hour” had not yet come, he 
made sure he remained alive to keep bearing witness to God’s love for 
humanity through his preaching and healing ministry (Luke 4:30; John 
8:59; 10:39).  
 Ruth Sutcliffe indicates that a number of church fathers have had 
varying interpretations of this passage. Their differing exegesis was 
influenced by both theological and contextual factors. She notably 
examines the interpretations given by Tertullian, Cyprian, Origen, and 
Clement of Alexandria. Tertullian viewed flight as a weaker form of 
apostasy. On their part, even though they lauded martyrdom, Clement, 
Origen and Cyprian accepted flight as a viable option. For all of them, the 
non-negotiable element was that Christians must never deny Christ, no 
                                                 
4 This is not the first occurrence in Scripture where flight is considered as 
a viable option for those unable to worship God freely. In effect, one of the 
main justifications given for Israel’s liberation (flight) from Egypt is 
freedom of worship (Exodus 8:1).  





matter the circumstances.5 
 A major difficulty in the interpretation of this passage has to do with 
the clause “before the Son of Man comes”. In The Quest for the Historical 
Jesus, Albert Schweitzer argues that Jesus believed that the end of the 
world would happen while the Apostles were still alive. As such, they 
would not have accomplished their mission before his return. The ensuing 
conclusion is that Jesus was wrong in his prediction.6 This conclusion is in 
line with Schweitzer’s project to demythologize the gospels. It does not, 
however, provide a particularly insightful reading of the verse. D. A. 
Carson offers another interpretation which hinges on the hypothetical “Q” 
source. For Carson, Jesus was indicating to his Apostles that he was going 
to “catch-up” with them before they completed their preaching. Carson’s 
interpretation is grounded in the assumption that Matthew 10:23 is linked 
to Luke 10:1 by the “Q” source. In Luke 10:1, Jesus appoints seventy-two 
disciples whom he sends ahead of him in pairs “to every town and place he 
himself intended to visit”.7 This interpretation is equally not particularly 
useful. Yet another interpretation suggests a dispensational reading, 
viewing Matthew 10:23 as referring to the end of time and the Parousia.8  
 The list of plausible interpretations goes on. Here, I suggest drawing 
insight from another faith tradition, namely, Islam, to enrich the reading of 
this particular verse. I suggest that a consideration of the Islamic doctrine 
of Hijra can offer a different perspective.  
 
The Islamic Doctrine of Hijra: Leaving to Live, Returning to Restore 
 
“Hijra” is a key concept of Muslim faith and history. Literally meaning 
“emigration”, this term is generally used in Muslim circles to primarily 
                                                 
5 Ruth Sutcliffe, “‘To Flee or Not to Flee?’ Matthew 10:23 and Third 
Century Flight in Persecution” Scrinium 14 (2018), 133-160. 
6 Albert Schweitzer, The Quest for the Historical Jesus (London: A.&C. 
Black, 1911), pp. 358-63. 
7 D.A. Carson, “Matthew” in Frank Gaebelein, ed., The Expositor’s Bible 
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984), p. 250. 
8 See John Valwoord and John Zuck, Eds. The Bible Knowledge 
Commentary –New Testament (Wheaton, IL.: Victor Books, 1984), p. 42. 
See also Homer A. Kent, Jr “Matthew” in Charles Pfeiffer & E.F. Harrison 
The Wycliffe Bible Commentary (Chicago: Moody, 1962), p. 946  




refer to the migration of the prophet Muhammad and his first companions 
in the year 622 CE from Mecca to Yathrib, a city that will later be renamed 
Madina al-Nabi (“The City of the Prophet”) and is now simply known as 
Medina. At the time, the Muslim community left Mecca to flee persecution. 
In effect, the then leaders of Mecca saw the propagation of the new faith 
as a threat to their power and authority, as well as a menace to the lucrative 
business that had developed around the shrines that had been built in 
juxtaposition to the Ka‘ba. There were notably several threats to 
Muhammad’s life leading to the Hijra. As such, the first Muslims left to 
worship freely, and did so in the context of a polity governed by Islamic 
rules and principles. Simply put, they left to live. However, approximately 
8 years after the Hijra, the Muslim community, now a force to be reckoned 
with, returned triumphant to Mecca (c. 630) with Muhammad at its head. 
As first priority, they restored the Ka‘ba as a site of monotheistic worship, 
consequently turning Mecca into the spiritual capital of the new faith. They 
returned to restore.  
 
Leaving to Live 
 
In the year 615 CE, barely two years into his public ministry in Mecca, the 
prophet Muhammad asked his followers to seek refuge in Christian 
Abyssinia (present day Ethiopia) to escape the persecution they faced in 
Mecca. This flight to Abyssinia is the first recorded instance of contact 
between Islam and the African continent. This was the first Hijra 
(“emigration”) in Islamic history. Despite its importance in the history of 
Islam, the first Hijra is supplanted in meaning and significance by the Hijra 
of 622. This year, Muhammad migrated from Mecca to Medina with a 
group of his first companions. The nascent Muslim community did so to 
escape persecution in Mecca and establish itself in a land where it would 
be free to worship as it pleased. A major reason why this Hijra is more 
significant than the first has to do with the prophet Muhammad’s 
involvement. Indeed, it is well known that Muhammad’s words and deeds 
are normative for all Muslims and constitute the core of the Sunna or 
Tradition. The importance of this Hijra is made manifest in the choice of 
622 C.E.  as Year Zero of the Islamic calendar. Besides, the verses of the 
Qur’an are generally classified in two broad categories: Meccan verses and 
Medinan verses, before and after the Hijra.  





 The Qur’an does not contain the word hijra with overt reference to 
the event of 622. However, it does contain words and expressions that 
convey a similar idea. For instance, in Q 29:26 Lot, Abraham’s nephew, 
announces, “I will emigrate to my Lord”.9 This verse is generally classified 
as “Meccan”, meaning that it was revealed in the period 610-622, prior to 
the Hijra. Through these words, and in response to Abraham’s injunctions, 
Lot indicates his intention to distance himself from unbelievers and their 
impending punishment. Given the context of revelation (asbab al-nuzul), 
it would not be far-fetched to read this verse as equally hinting to the 
emigration from Mecca, a place then fraught with polytheistic practices. In 
effect, as the Islamic tradition10 would have it, prior to becoming the nexus 
of Muslim communal prayer and identity, the Ka‘ba was home to a number 
of idols, worshipped in the Arabian Peninsula during a period of history 
known as the jāhiliyya.11 
 Wherever the Qur’an makes reference to “emigration” in connection 
with belief in Allah, it involves migrating (literally or figuratively) from a 
point of unbelief or ungodliness to one where one is closer to God because 
they are able to worship freely for the fact that the land is ruled in 
accordance with Islamic principles.  
 Beyond the 615 and 622 Hijras, the Hijra motif extends to other 
migrations within Islamic history. After Muhammad’s death, notably at the 
time of the Umayyad dynasty, leaving to fight for the establishment of 
Islam elsewhere was considered a form of Hijra, creating a political and 
theological category known as “abode of migration” (dar al-Hijra). With 
                                                 
9 The word muhajir used here has verbal force.  
10 Throughout this discussion, the expression ‘Islamic tradition’ will be 
used generically to refer to the body of traditional Muslim literature, which 
includes the biographies of Muhammad (sīras), exegetical commentaries 
of the Quran (tafsīrs), and collections of narratives pertaining to the words 
and deeds of Muhammad (hadīths). The earliest among these writings were 
produced in the second century of the Hijra (8th century CE). 
11 The word jāhiliyya is made up of the root j-h-l, which refers to ignorance 
or lack of knowledge. This root occurs at least twenty-four times, in six 
different forms, in the Qur’ān. See H. Altenmüller, B, Hrouda, et al. (ed.), 
Handbook of Oriental Studies. Section One: The Near and Middle East, 
Vol. 85 Arabic-English Dictionary of Qur’anic Usage (Leiden.Boston: 
Brill, 2008), 179-180. 




time, this kind of Hijra was set aside to prioritize the meaning of the word 
as either referring to the historical emigration of Muhammad and his first 
followers, or a spiritual “inner migration” to God.  
 Spiritual Hijra is emphasized by the majority of contemporary 
Muslims. It is understood this way even in the writings of Sayyid Qutb, 
one of the foremost Salafi thinkers. He encourages Muslims to leave 
present-day jahiliyya to go to the true land of Islam (dar al-Islam). In 
Qutb’s thinking, the flight is not a physical one (passage from one territory 
to another), it rather consists in striving to establish an Islamic polity within 
the lands in which Muslims now reside. However, for an organization such 
as the “Islamic State”, Hijra, understood as actual physical migration, is a 
duty incumbent on present-day Muslims who live in lands not governed by 
Islamic laws and principles. The “Islamic State” encourages them to leave 
the lands of unbelief to dwell in that of Islam, namely, its so-called 
Caliphate.  
 
Returning to Restore 
 
When all is said and done, the 622 CE migration from Mecca to Yathrib 
remains the Hijra par excellence. However, more often than not, its 
discussion fails to account for the migration that took place approximately 
8 years later in the reverse direction, namely the journey from Medina to 
Mecca. I contend that this return journey is an important element for 
grasping the Hijra in its fuller meaning. But why return to Mecca after 
establishing the ideal Islamic polity in Medina?  
 Mecca is home to the Ka’ba, the foremost Islamic “site of memory”12. 
The community consolidated in Medina will return to carry out an act of 
restoration in Mecca. Indeed, as mentioned earlier, in the Islamic tradition, 
the Ka‘ba is portrayed as having been diverted from its original purpose by 
polytheistic and idolatrous Arabs. Before becoming the nexus of Muslim 
communal prayer and identity, it was a shrine that offered shelter to a 
number of statues and paintings, many of which were allegedly associated 
with some of the Arabian deities worshiped in and around the Arabian 
Peninsula during the jāhiliyya. Famous among these deities was Hubal, the 
foremost male deity of Mecca. Following the advent of Islam and in order 
                                                 
12 “Site of memory” is understood as pace, Pierre Nora’s Les lieux de 
mémoire, 3 Vols. (Paris: Gallimard, 1984-1986). 





to regain its original role as a place of worship for the one true God, the 
Ka‘ba needed purification, re-establishment or restoration. 
 Therefore, it comes as no surprise that, when Muhammad and his 
followers wrestled Mecca from the hands of the Quraysh (c. 630), 
reclaiming the Ka‘ba as the sanctuary of the one true God stood topmost 
on their agenda. This project entailed the obliteration of anything leading 
to idolatry or polytheism in and around the Ka‘ba. We get a glimpse of 
how this purification was carried out from the account of the historian Ibn 
Kathir: 
 
The Muslim army entered the city unpretentiously and peacefully. 
No house was robbed, no man or woman was insulted. The Prophet 
granted a general amnesty to the entire population of Mecca. Only 
four criminals, whom justice condemned, were proscribed. He did 
however, order the destruction of all idols and pagan images of 
worship, upon which three hundred and fifty idols [other accounts 
speak of three hundred and sixty idols] which were in the Sacred 
House of Ka'ba were thrown down. The Prophet himself destroyed 
a wooden pigeon hung from the roof and regarded as one of the 
deities of the Quraysh. During the downfall of the images and idols 
he was heard to cry aloud: "Allah is great. Truth has come and 
falsehood has vanished; verily falsehood is fleeting" [Q. 17: 81]. 
The old idolaters observed thoughtfully the destruction of their 
gods, which were utterly powerless.13 
 
 The purification of the Ka‘ba is thus portrayed by classical Islamic 
literature as an act of restoration or re-appropriation, meant to give back to 
the Ka‘ba the role it should never have stopped playing, namely that of a 
sanctuary where the one true God is worshiped. This is expressed in the 
verse of the Qur’an seemingly recited by Muhammad as he went about 
smashing idols in and around the Ka’ba: ‘The truth has prevailed, and 
falsehood has vanished; falsehood will inevitably vanish’ (Bani Israel 
17:81). Titus Burckhardt calls this purification a “parable of what Islam 
                                                 
13  Ibn Kathir, Stories of the Prophets, translated by Muhammad Mustapha 
Geme’ah, 221. 




stands for” as it highlights the Islamic aversion for Shirk (associationism) 
and embrace of Tawhid (unicity of the divine).14 
 As such, the Islamic doctrine of Hijra defines a double movement: 
Flight and Return. How does this compare to the injunction found in 




The Hijra’s Contribution to the Understanding of Matthew 10:23: 




In both the Hijra and Matthew 10:23, flight does not happen for its own 
sake. Flight is perceived as the pre-condition for the community to flourish. 
The encouragement to migrate is meant to ensure freedom of worship and 
facilitate the growth of the community. In this light, Jesus’ counsel to his 
Apostles appears as an injunction meant to provoke a prudent attitude in 
the face of persecution. The survival of the community trumps the 
individuals’ desire for martyrdom. Besides, flight helps eschew the cases 
of apostasy that might occur under torture. From this point of view, 
Matthew 10:23 is similar to the Islamic doctrine of Hijra. However, there 
is at least one substantial difference between the flight of the Hijra and 
Jesus’ exhortation. This has to do with the absence of a political project in 
the latter. In effect, Christians fleeing persecution do not do so with the 
hope of establishing a political entity similar to Madina al-Nabi of the 7th 
century, where the principles of their faith tradition would constitute the 
law of the land. Even though there are numerous examples of historical 
instances where Christianity was considered as official religion of a 
political entity (nation-state or kingdom), there is nothing in Matthew 
10:23 that indicates such an intent. Besides, none of these historical 
examples could claim to have resulted in the ideal Christian polity, if such 
a thing exists. 
 
                                                 
14 Titus Burckhardt, Art of Islam: Language and Meaning (Indiana: 
World Wisdom, 2009). 
 







In the case of the Hijra of 622 and the ensuing reverse migration of 630, 
return occurs when the conditions are ripe for the community to regain 
control of what it considers as its centre of worship. When the community 
has flourished in the safe haven it found through its flight, returning to 
restore becomes a duty incumbent upon those who have weathered the 
storm of persecution. Return happens for the sake of restoration. In the 
flight described in Matthew 10:23, there is no indication of a project of 
return to a particular geographical location that could be considered as the 
primordial home of the Christian community. This is not to say that there 
have never been any projects of ‘restoration’ in the history of Christianity. 
A mere mention of the Crusades to recapture the Holy Land and the 
Reconquista suffice to make this clear. However, neither the Crusades nor 





As mentioned in our brief survey of exegetical debates of Matthew 10:23, 
a major difficulty in the interpretation of this verse has to do with the phrase 
“before the Son of Man comes”. It is with regard to this hurdle that our 
foray into the Islamic doctrine of Hijra can offer new insight. It is clear, 
from our exposé of this doctrine, that flight and return are intimately 
associated with a political project. The said political project gives 
grounding to an otherwise spiritual move to “emigrate” onto one’s Lord. 
(Q. 29:26) The consideration of a political project can offer a middle 
ground between Albert Schweitzer’s suggestion that Jesus thought of the 
Second Coming as meant to occur during the lifetime of his Apostles and 
those who interpret the phrase “before the Son of Man comes” as referring 
to the Parousia. Far from limiting the interpretation of this verse to one of 
these two opposed positions, the introduction of a political consideration 
paves the way for an embrace of the already and not yet logic that 
undergirds much of Jesus’ preaching. By fleeing from one town to the other 
for the sake of escaping persecution, Christ’s followers will, by the same 
token, ensure the spread of Christianity. By ensuring the spread of 
Christianity, they increase the likelihood that Christianity becomes rooted 
in particular geographical locations. This in turn could pave the way for 




the emergence of a political entity in-formed by Christian values. Even 
though such an entity can never claim any absolute status, it could 





Many legitimate questions remain unaddressed in this succinct reflection. 
One could for instance wonder about the fact that I seem to take for granted 
the Muslim account of the retaking of Mecca, without highlighting the 
military context around this event. Another could wonder if my lack of 
pushback suggests that I condone the iconoclasm of Muhammad and his 
followers, who destroyed representations of Meccan deities in and around 
the Ka‘ba. Why make a foray into Islam and not another tradition? Despite 
the disclaimer made in the introduction, is a project such as this not 
misleading, notably because it can give the illusion of a false equivalence 
between two faith traditions that have substantial theological differences?  
Without denying the pertinence of these questions and many more 
that could be raised in the face of such a project, my main contention here 
is that a detour through another faith tradition can pave the way for a 
renewed understanding of one’s home tradition. For better or worse, I have 
succinctly argued that such a detour is worth undertaking for a renewed 
understanding of Matthew 10:23.  
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LIGHTS ON THE WAYS OF HOPE: POPE FRANCIS’ 
TEACHING ON MIGRANTS, REFUGEES AND HUMAN 
TRAFFICKING.1 
 
George S. Worgul2 
 
The print edition of Lights on the Ways of Hope appeared in 2019.3 It 
covers the teaching, exhortations, and messages of Pope Francis on 
Migrants, Refugees and Human Trafficking from Easter 2013 until the 
Ecumenical and Interreligious Meeting for Peace in December 2017, 
roughly spanning the initial five years of his ministry as Bishop of Rome.   
In addition to the print text, a continually updating electronic version is 
available at https:// migrants-refugees.va/.4 This essay is based on the 
electronic version of the text. All the texts cited below are Francis’ own 
words or writings that are present in the collection itself.  Unfortunately, 
the electronic version has no cross reference to the printed texts pagination.  
Consequently, the citations are referenced by date. 
 
Searchable Collection 
Both the book manuscript and the web based searchable collection are 
documentary records ordered chronologically. The web-based document 
does offer the advantage of searching the volume by document genre e.g., 
                                                 
1 Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2018 488pp. 
2 George S Worgul, Professor at Duquesne University, is a specialist in ritual 
studies, liturgics and sacramental theology. Dr. Worgul is best known for his 
books, From Magic to Metaphor: A Validation of Christian Sacraments (New 
York: Paulist, 1980) and Issues in Academic Freedom (Pittsburgh: Duquesne 
University Press, 1992). He has published 45 articles in scientific journals and 
given hundreds of presentations in the United States, Europe and Africa. 
3 The author has no access to the print edition. 
4 Both versions are published and maintained by the Migrants and Refugees 
section of the Dicastery for Integral Human Development.  Michael Czerny S.J., 
and Fabio Baggio C.S, serve as under-secretaries in the Dicastery and are 
specifically responsible for the area of migrants and refugees. They are 
responsible for issuing both versions.   




allocution, exhortation, homilies, speeches etc., or document year, or 
specific words.5  Clearly, a more sophisticated search engine would greatly 
enhance and facilitate research the collection.  At present, the researcher 
must labour very much like a dissertation student with note cards/recorded 
references and then organize the research into thematic areas. 
 There will be a great temptation to examine only the most 
authoritative texts in the collection i.e., Apostolic Constitution, Apostolic 
Exhortations and Apostolic Letters and pass over homilies, greetings or 
Angelus comments. This would be a mistake. Read for example, Francis’ 
Angelus comment of Aug 14 2016: 
 
In fulfilling her mission in the world, the Church—namely all of 
us who make up the Church—needs the Holy Spirit’s help so as 
not to let herself be held back by fear and by calculation, so as not 
to become accustomed to walking inside of safe borders. These 
two attitudes lead the Church to be a functional Church, which 
never takes risks. Instead, the apostolic courage that the Holy Spirit 
kindles in us like a fire helps us to overcome walls and barriers, 
makes us creative and spurs us to get moving in order to walk even 
on uncharted or arduous paths, offering hope to those we meet. 
With this fire of the Holy Spirit we are called to become, more and 
more, communities of people who are guided and transformed, full 
of understanding; people with expanded hearts and joyful faces. 
Now more than ever there is need for priests, consecrated people 
and lay faithful, with the attentive gaze of an apostle, to be moved 
by and to pause before hardship and material and spiritual poverty, 
thus characterizing the journey of evangelization and of the 
mission with the healing cadence of closeness. It is precisely the 
fire of the Holy Spirit that leads us to be neighbors to others, to the 
needy, to so much human misery, to so many problems, to 
refugees, to displaced people, to those who are suffering. 
 
                                                 
5 Clearly, a more sophisticated search engine would greatly enhance and 
facilitate research the collection.  At present, the researcher must labour very 
much like a dissertation student with note cards/recorded references and then 
organize the research into thematic areas. 





Herein, one finds the profound pneumatological, ecclesiological, 
missiological trajectories that mark Pope Francis’ ministry.  One also 
witnesses the fundamental and consistent theological horizon which 
permeates almost all of Francis’ vision. 
 Or read Francis’ homily of Feb 2017 in Ciudad Juarez, Mexico:  
Just as in Jonas’ time, so too today may we commit ourselves to 
conversion; may we be signs lighting the way and announcing 
salvation. I know of the work of countless civil organizations 
working to support the rights of migrants. I know too of the 
committed work of so many men and women religious, priests and 
lay people in accompanying migrants and in defending life. They 
are on the front lines, often risking their own lives. By their very 
lives they are prophets of mercy; they are the beating heart and the 
accompanying feet of the Church that opens her arms and sustains. 
This is an ecclesiology of encounter and solidarity.  The church can never 
be a comfortable bystander.  Clearly the entire collection should be read! 
 The Migration and Refugees section’s primary work as described on 
their web site is to support the local, regional and global church in 
accompanying migrant people at every stage of their journey—especially 
those forced by various circumstances into migration e.g.: asylum seekers, 
refugees, internally displaced people, as well as other international and 
internal migrants. The section affords special attention to those 
experiencing suffering in their countries of origin or countries of 
destination or while in transit.  It seeks to support people fleeing conflicts 
or persecution, those suffering from emergencies such as natural disasters, 
and victims of human trafficking, undocumented migrants, exploited 
migrant workers, and the most vulnerable—women and children. 
 
Pope Francis Retains Headship of Migrants and Refugees Section 
 
Migrants and Refugees is itself a major division within the Vatican 
Dicastery for Promoting Integral Human Development which was created 
in January 1, 2017.  Cardinal Turkson heads the Dicastery.   However, and 




of tantamount significance, Pope Francis retained leadership of the section 
Migrants and Refugees for himself.  This is a very telling decision and 
indicator of the importance of the challenge and issues surrounding 
migration and human trafficking to Pope Francis.  On November 5, 2016 
Pope Francis explained his decision to retain personal headship of the 
Migrants and Refugees section.  While addressing representatives 
attending a Popular Movements meeting in Rome, the Pope relayed his 
great dismay and horror with regard to the conditions and treatment of great 
numbers of migrants, refugees, displaced and trafficked persons. He 
remarked:  
 
In the department [Integral Human Development] Cardinal Peter 
Turkson heads, there is a section concerned with those situations. 
I decided that, at least for a while, that section would be directly 
under the Pope, because here we have a disgraceful situation that 
can only be described by a word that in Lampedusa came 
spontaneously to my lips: a disgrace.6 
As noted earlier, the plight of migrants is in the forefront of Pope Francis’ 
concerns from the very beginning of his papacy. Francis’ teaching on 
migrants is a template for the overall trajectory of his papacy to date.  One 
needs only recall that his first trip outside Rome was to Lampedusa on July 
8, 2013.  This visit materialized because Francis was deeply moved by the 
tragic condition of migrants. He mentioned thus in a news interview in 
2017:  
 
It wasn’t planned; there weren’t official invitations.  I felt I should 
go; the news of the migrants that died, engulfed in the sea, touched 
and moved me—children, women, young men… a heart-breaking 
tragedy.  I saw the images of the rescuing of survivors, I received 
testimonies on the generosity and hospitality of the inhabitants of 
Lampedusa.7 
                                                 
6 362, Lights on the Ways 
7 Andrea Tornielli interview of Pope Francis Jan. 9, 2017, La Stampa 





Francis’ Fundamental Vision: Mercy 
Since the issues of migration and trafficking are so close to Pope Francis’s 
heart, it should be of no surprise that appreciating the central themes he 
presents on the migration challenge will pepper all his writings and 
speeches.  They are a sure pathway into his entire vision for the church in 
the world, his vision of mission and ministry, Francis’ principles guiding 
church renewal and reform, and his proclamation and elevation of mercy 
as source and summit of Christian life. 
 Pope Francis has grounded the entire mystery of God, the church, 
ministry, spirituality and Christian living in mercy.  A poor church for the 
poor is a church born from mercy, empowered by mercy and graciously 
sharing mercy with all, and especially the stranger, the outcast and the 
marginalized. 
 Pope Francis retained his episcopal motto as his papal coat of Arms:  
Miserando atque Eligendo  i.e., by merciful choosing or better, Gods 
choice is mercy and mercy is his choice.8 Four days after his papal 
election, Pope Francis preached: “I think—and I say it with humility—that 
this is the Lord’s most powerful message: mercy” (Homily, March 17, 
2013).  In decreeing an Extraordinary Jubilee Year of Mercy Francis wrote:  
 
I present, therefore, this Extraordinary Jubilee Year dedicated to 
living out in our daily lives the mercy which the Father constantly 
extends to all of us…She knows that her primary task, especially 
at a moment full of great hopes and signs of contradiction, is to 
introduce everyone to the great mystery of God’s mercy by 
contemplating the face of Christ. The Church is called, above all, 
to be a credible witness to mercy…9   
 
Mercy holds primacy among all the dimensions and facets of the church 
and not merely as an idea but as a reality, a way of living and a spirituality.   
Francis book The Name of God is Mercy is a collection of conversations 
                                                 
8 cf. C. Mercier, https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/column/what-does-pope-
francis-motto-really-mean-3469 
9 Bull of Indiction of the Extraordinary Jubilee of Mercy, Misericordiae Vultus, 
# 25.   




on God’s mercy between Vatican reporter Andrea Tornielli and Pope 
Francis.10 The text illustrates the continuity between the life/ministry of 
Jorge Bergoglio from Argentina and now as Bishop of Rome and, as such, 
Pope.  Over and over, Francis underscores that we are all sinners and all 
are in need of God’s mercy. Mercy is the first and primary attribute of God. 
 Francis teaches that recognizing one’s sin is in a sense a gift or 
opportunity i.e., the chance to encounter the mercy of God who is Jesus.  
Mercy engages us in our spirituality which itself grows into concrete acts 
of mercy on our part toward all, but especially toward the poor. 
 Mercy has a corporality in the Pope’s vision. He says that the Church 
exists “to bring about an encounter with the visceral love of God’s mercy.” 
We, then, “touch the flesh of Christ” in those who are most in need. 
 The Pope says that he wants “a Church that warms people’s hearts 
with its closeness.” His own warmth and nearness to people jumps off the 
page and serves as a challenge to us today. All of us can be part of that 
heart-warming, merciful Church. 
 
Francis Address to the 104th World Day of Migrants and Refugees 
Four major actions—welcome, protect, promote and integrate—represent 
how the church as a community of believers is to be engaged with migrants. 
The actions weave their way across much of the documentation in the 
collection, Lights on the Ways of Hope. However, they coalesce and take 
on stark clarity in Pope Francis’ address at the 2018 World Day of Migrants 
and Refugees in Rome.11 The Pope boldly taught that migrants are to be 
welcomed, migrants are to be protected, migrants are to be promoted and 
Migrants are to be integrated. 
 Each and every person’s inalienable human dignity and the essential 
communal reality and solidarity of the human community are the two 
foundational pillars which demand, underpin and sustain these actions of 
mercy!  Moreover, the absolute demands flowing from the Truth of human 
dignity and human solidarity place the same obligations on the secular 
order.  The obligations, duties and responsibilities for migrants fall on all 
people whether religious or not, whether church or state.  Mercy does not 
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recognize borders, race, gender or nationhood. So, what does it mean to 
welcome, protect, promote and integrate in our present times and contexts? 
 In our current situation, welcoming can be understood as being 
hospitable i.e., opening our borders and giving access to resources to the 
migrant stranger.  Concretely, welcoming is reflected in creating legal 
processes and structures whereby migrants can enter their new desired 
countries without fear and protected from danger.  Welcoming entails safe 
migration and efficient processes.  
 Pope Francis hoped “that a greater number of countries will adopt 
private and community sponsorship programs, and open humanitarian 
corridors for particularly vulnerable refugees. Furthermore, special 
temporary visas should be granted to people fleeing conflicts in 
neighbouring countries. Collective and arbitrary expulsions of migrants 
and refugees are not suitable solutions, particularly where people are 
returned to countries which cannot guarantee respect for human dignity 
and fundamental rights.” 12 
 Clearly, Francis rejects any national proposals or actions that simply 
throw migrants back into the horror of crime, battle, poverty etc…  
Incorrectly judging migrants as expendable goods, inferior groups, or 
“problems” can never justify placing them in contexts where their human 
rights and human dignity are compromised, disrespected and violated.  
Francis opines that “More widespread programs of welcome, already 
initiated in different places, seem to favour a personal encounter and allow 
for greater quality of service and increased guarantees of success”.13  
 Francis underscores the ultimate priority and centrality of the human 
person by appealing to Pope Benedict’s Caritas in Veritate.  The dignity 
of the person moves Francis to identify the mere detention of illegal 
immigrants as unacceptable.  He poignantly teaches, “For the sake of the 
fundamental dignity of every human person, we must strive to find 
alternative solutions to detention for those who enter a country without 
authorization.” 14 
 Protecting migrants extends hospitality/welcoming into a 
community’s social fabric.  Protecting fulfils duties and ascribes rights to 
all, even those who may not have immediate legal status. Francis says, 
“protecting—be understood as a series of steps intended to defend the 
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rights and dignity of migrants and refugees, independent of their legal 
status.”15  
 Both the country of origin and the country of destiny should engage 
in protecting. Protecting can be as simple as providing reliable and accurate 
information to the migrants or refugees or the more arduous task of 
blocking recruitment by nefarious and corrupt criminal organizations. Such 
protection begins in the country of origin and consists in offering reliable 
and verified information before departure. It can also entail providing 
safety from illegal recruitment practices that will use the honest migrant as 
a “migrant mule” to transport illegal drugs or money across borders.  The 
country of destiny should continue the protection process by providing 
legal information and assistance, making available adequate housing, food 
and healthcare, the opportunity for work, freedom of movement and, in a 
special way, caring for minors and unaccompanied children. 
 Francis emphasizes the need to protect children.  Children have a right 
to national identity, primary and secondary education.  Children should not 
be held in detention simply because they are migrants.  Francis cites the 
International Convention on the Rights of the Child which “provides a 
universal legal basis for the protection of underage migrants.” They must 
be spared any form of detention related to migratory status and must be 
guaranteed regular access to primary and secondary education. Equally, 
when they come of age, they must be guaranteed the right to remain and to 
enjoy the possibility of continuing their studies. Temporary custody or 
foster programs should be provided for unaccompanied minors and minors 
separated from their families.   The universal right to a nationality should 
be recognized and duly certified for all children at birth. The statelessness 
which migrants and refugees sometimes fall into can easily be avoided with 
the adoption of “nationality legislation that is in conformity with the 
fundamental principles of international law”.16  
 Migrants are to be promoted. Promote means to move forward (pro: 
forward, onward; movere:  move.)  Human potential needs opportunities 
in order to both strive for and attain possibilities. Francis challenges the 
destination countries of migrants to further confirm the migrants’ human 
dignity by providing opportunities to reach their true human potential in all 
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areas.  Human potential needs opportunities in order to both strive for and 
attain possibilities. 
 Migrants themselves are a potentially rich resource to their host 
country.  They bring not only the possibility of hard, dedicated workers but 
also imagination, diversity, and new access to deep meaning systems, ways 
of communal life, and spirituality.  Francis remarks:  
Many migrants and refugees have abilities which must be 
appropriately recognized and valued. Since 'work, by its nature, is 
meant to unite peoples', I encourage a determined effort to promote 
the social and professional inclusion of migrants and refugees, 
guaranteeing for all—including those seeking asylum–the 
possibility of employment, language instruction and active 
citizenship, together with sufficient information provided in their 
mother tongue. In the case of underage migrants, their involvement 
in labor must be regulated to prevent exploitation and risks to their 
normal growth and development.17  
Protecting necessarily includes special care of families.  Families should 
not be divided.  On the contrary, family integrity is of the highest value. 
Costs should not impede reintegrating families i.e., parents, children, 
siblings and grandparents.  Special care and assistance should be given to 
any family members who might suffer a disability.  The family is the heart 
of human community and development of persons. 
  Francis is very cognizant that migrants and asylum seekers 
frequently are hosted by developing countries who are confronted by their 
own internal challenges.   He urges the developed countries to remember 
these countries and to be generous to them so that they can care for and 
protect the “strangers” they have made welcome. 
 Most importantly, Francis is clear to distinguish integration from 
assimilation.   In assimilation a minority group or culture comes to 
resemble a dominant group or assume the values, behaviours, and beliefs 
of another group.   Over time, the distinguishing features, rituals, language, 
institutions and meaning systems of the assimilated group vanish.   
Integration preserves the cultural identity, cultural components and special 
characteristics of migrant communities. 
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 Rather than seeing the migrant community as inferior or threatening 
and thereby worthy of ultimate dissolution, integration prizes the migrant 
community as a special gift that will enhance the host community.  The 
cultural encounter that necessarily marks migration encourages mutual 
giftedness.  Both host and guest gift each other and enrich each other 
without losing their particular cultural identity.  Integration allows 
community in difference, unity with diversity.   Without the migrant 
community present in their midst, the host community will not grow, 
stretched and transformed for its own development and aggrandizement. 
  Francis explains integration by quoting Pope John Paul II’s  Message 
for the World Day of Migrants and Refugees (2005) : Integration is not                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
 
an assimilation that leads migrants to suppress or to forget their 
own cultural identity. Rather, contact with others leads to 
discovering their ‘secret’, to being open to them in order to 
welcome their valid aspects and thus contribute to knowing each 
one better. This is a lengthy process that aims to shape societies 
and cultures, making them more and more a reflection of the multi-
faceted gifts of God to human beings.18 
Francis comments that the integration process can be greatly fostered by 
facilitating citizenship to the migrants, refugees and those seeking asylum.  
Integration is a concrete affirmation of the human dignity, human rights 
and intrinsic value of the migrant community. 
 Welcome, protect, promote and integrate are the central themes of 
Pope Francis teaching on migration and are found throughout his 
chronological narrative now published and searchable online.  Perhaps his 
writings and allocutions suggest two further allied insights into Pope 
Francis’ teaching on migrants and asylum seekers. i.e., Francis and 
political theology and Francis as practical theologian. 
 
Migrants and the Dangerous Memory of Jesus Suffering and Death 
The many words of Francis on migration have triggered a recall of J.B. 
Metz’ theme of dangerous memory exposed more than 50 years ago. 
Migrants are living memories of suffering, evil, despair, death, etc., all that 
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should not be but is.  Their memories are alive in the stories passed on from 
one generation to the next.  These memories, these stories, are dangerous 
to those in power precisely because they have the potential to be subversive 
and change the status quo. The stories and memories of the migrants and 
asylum seekers, if allowed to be told, convict us all insofar as we contribute 
to and participate in social and economic injustices that directly or 
indirectly cause their pain and suffering.  No wonder those in power wish 
to silence the migrants and send them away. 
 The migrants’ memories offer a challenge to every person and 
community to change, improve, and grow in justice, human solidarity and 
compassion.  These subversive memories actually give us hope that the 
future can be different and better.   These dangerous memories can be the 
energy and force to create a better community and culture.  Francis 
recognized that engagement with migrants is mutually transformative.  He 
penned: “the presence of migrants and refugees—and of vulnerable people 
in general—is an invitation to recover some of those essential dimensions 
of our Christian existence and our humanity that risk being overlooked in 
a prosperous society. That is why it is not just about migrants. When we 
show concern for them, we also show concern for ourselves, for everyone; 
in taking care of them, we all grow; in listening to them, we also give voice 
to a part of ourselves that we may keep hidden because it is not well 
regarded nowadays.”19  
 Dangerous memories are political in both their condemnation of 
existing power in need of transformation and in their sketching the future 
to be achieved.  For Christians, Jesus in his passion, death and resurrection 
is the most dangerous of all memories.  In Jesus, hope for the kingdom of 
God lives eternal.  In Jesus, not only the victims’ story but the victims 
themselves are alive and await the real future of God’s Kingdom of justice, 
peace and solidarity.  The realization of this kingdom is not pushed to the 
end of time but is begun in Jesus and deepened in every celebration of the 
Eucharist where Jesus the dangerous memory is present. 
 Being a Christian community is being part of that dangerous memory.  
The Christian community must be with the poor, the oppressed, the 
marginalized, the migrant, etc.  Not just to show them God’s emeth and 
hesed, the loving kindness and mercy of God which keeps their hope alive.  
But, to also allow them to heal the Christian community of any corrupt 
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ecclesial power or haughtiness so that it may become more Christ like.  
Jesus was poor and marginalized.  The poor and marginalized are “Jesus” 
in disguise. Whatsoever you do unto them you do to Jesus.  His dangerous 
words remembered in the beatitudes, are a call to action. 
 It must be remembered that Jesus’ command was to do.  Dangerous 
memories are political precisely because they demand concrete change or 
transformation in concrete life.  As anamnesis, they do not merely recall 
the past, but they make the past present now and actively look forward into 
the future.  Without doubt, Francis’ teachings on the Christian engagement 
are political.  He lays bare not only the fundamental conviction of the 
Catholic tradition on human dignity, human community, rights and justice 
but also challenges the community both secular and religious to be 
identified with and have solidarity with the migrant.  The polis is changed 
and transformed when a community’s arms are opened wide to embrace 
the estranged and marginalized migrants.  He noted: 
 
it is not only the cause of migrants that is at stake; it is not just 
about them, but about all of us, and about the present and future of 
the human family. Migrants, especially those who are most 
vulnerable, help us to read the 'signs of the times'.   Through them, 
the Lord is calling us to conversion, to be set free from exclusivity, 
indifference and the throw-away culture. Through them, the Lord 
invites us to embrace fully our Christian life and to contribute, each 
according to his or her proper vocation, to the building up of a 
world that is more and more in accord with God’s plan. 20  
 
Francis strongly criticizes those who want to keep a community’s arms 
closed and build walls whether they are fashioned from stones, 
administrative hurdles or laws. 
 I am surprised that I could not find a direct reference to J. B. Metz in 
Francis’ collection on migrants.  My guess is that Metz’ flirting with 
progressive Marxism, particularly Walter Benjamin was problematic.  
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Francis prefers the socio-cultural analysis of Alberto Ferre.21   Nonetheless, 
attention to Metz’ dangerous memory will augment well the hope 
pilgrimage of the migrant. 
 Finally, in his teaching and allocution on migrants, we see Pope 
Francis appealing to foundational themes from theological anthropology, 
ecclesiology, and social justice.  However, I would describe Francis’ 
teaching as practical theology expressed within the contours of Latin 
America.  
 Francis does theology as an interchange between concrete real 
experiences listened to and examined by all relevant areas of human 
knowledge and experience.  So, it is not surprising to find references to 
sociology, economics, cultural anthropology etc., as well as scripture 
across Lights on the Ways of Hope.  Francis recognizes that context and 
culture are crucial sources which offer insight to the gospel and bear or 
continue the living tradition of the church.  Migrant culture is to be 
preserved as it enriches the host culture.  Francis affirms that theology is 
engaged in the dynamic of experience, action, critical reflection and 
discernment. Theology is to be rooted in listening, accompanying, 
discerning and evangelizing. In the case of migrants these traits become 
transformed into welcoming, promoting, protecting and integrating.  
Finally, the living community, especially the community of the margins, is 
the bearer of the gospel; shapes, educates and transforms those who accept 
the mission of evangelization especially of the marginalized and the poor.  
If the church and the nations practice Francis’ teachings, they will be 
Lights on the Ways of Hope.   The Collection, now available, provides easy 
access to all the different ways Pope Francis addresses the challenge of 
migration. 
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Although this study shines the spotlight on human trafficking and 
prostitution among women and girls of Edo State in Nigeria, the problems 
of human trafficking and prostitution are worldwide. However, they are 
acute in Africa and other parts of the developing world, where the stark 
realities of poverty, unemployment, social marginalization, political crises, 
wars, inter-ethnic conflicts and the militarization of entire territories have 
increased the massive displacement of entire populations, thus making 
them vulnerable to human trafficking and the illegal sex trade linked to it. 
This essay discusses these issues from the vantage point of the women and 
girls of Edo State, the region most affected by these twin evils in Nigeria. 
This is an existential study based mostly on the experiences of the victims. 
The essay is a call to action, requiring a joint commitment by all—
governments, international organizations, NGOs, local communities and 
individuals. Everyone needs to remember and never forget that every 
human being has been created in the image and likeness of God, and is a 
subject of essential rights, which should never be violated, but rather 
should be respected and upheld by everyone in every time and place. 
 
Key Terms: Human Trafficking, Prostitution, Edo State, Human Dignity 
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Human trafficking is a global problem. The 2014 global report on 
trafficking in human beings, released on 24 November in Vienna by the 
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) and drawn up on the 
basis of data collected between 2010 and 2013, estimated that human 
trafficking involves every year, on average, more than three million people 
in the world. Trafficking makes a turnover of US$32 billion. After arms 
and drugs, it is the third largest source of income of criminal organisations. 
“Unfortunately,” says the Executive Director of UNODC, Yury Fedotov, 
"the report shows there is no place in the world where children, women 
and men are safe from human trafficking."2 There are no easy answers to 
these problems. 
 Criminal organizations that thrive on the sex trade have tapped into 
an almost inexhaustible reservoir of people made vulnerable by poverty, 
unemployment, political crises, wars and inter-ethnic conflicts. Most of 
these vulnerable young women and men desire to improve their living 
conditions and help their families. Waiting for them, however, have been 
the realities of intimidation, blackmail, violence, slavery, etc., that have 
stripped them of all dignity. To deal squarely with this problem, what is 
needed is a joint commitment by all—governments, organizations and 




Statement of the Problem 
 
Analysing the condition of Edo women and girls in Nigeria, one may note 
that most women and girls are in slavery. This was my conclusion after 
discussing with some victims of human trafficking and ascertaining why 
they engage in prostitution. I heard their stories and their experiences. I felt 
their agony, their anguish, their sorrows and their remorse. Most of them 
felt that if they had known the real situation and the facts, they would never 
have engaged in prostitution. I felt the need to gather more information, 
verify what they shared with me, do library research and go to certain 
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environments to see for myself. The aim of this was to spread information 
so that potential victims may be helped. Such awareness will help them to 
avoid falling prey to human trafficking and prostitution. It is hoped that 
vulnerable victims will change their mind. The actual victims need 
rehabilitation. The mothers need to be properly informed about the real 
situation of things. The perpetrators should go to prison.  
 Due to the complexity, seriousness and global nature of human 
trafficking (and related issues), the attention of governments, non-
governmental organizations and the general public must be drawn to the 
educational and other needs of the youth in Edo State of Nigeria. I chose 
three categories of victims of human trafficking as my focus groups, 
namely, the parents (especially the mothers, who encourage their children 
to be involved in human trafficking), the victims of human trafficking, and 
the vulnerable youth who are capable of falling victims to human 
trafficking.  
 The aim of this investigation is to find out the root causes of human 
trafficking and prostitution among women and girls of Edo State and what 
motivates the youth to go ahead with human trafficking in spite of the 
government’s efforts to stop it. Furthermore, the study wants to verify the 
socio-cultural and economic contexts of the mothers of the victims in Edo 
State in order to determine their socio-economic status, marital status and 
educational level.3 Next, I examine the family setup as well as the 
economic background and educational level of the victims of human 
trafficking in order to ultimately educate, integrate and help them make a 
living and to reduce the problems in their families and communities.4 
Finally, I consider the ambition of the vulnerable youth, the background, 
socio-economic status and educational level of their parents/relatives in 
order to find a way of directing and convincing them to make a living by 
legitimate means rather than through human trafficking and prostitution.5 
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 The condition of the rural communities in this regard is worsened by 
illiteracy, by bad governance and by the lack of social amenities. Poverty 
and prolonged unemployment among the youth make them lose hope. This 
economic situation generates certain human deprivations, which make the 
young generation to engage in dangerous acts in order to survive. Some 
families even give up their children to traffickers under the pretext of 
providing them the opportunity to secure good jobs and better living. 
 
 
Causes of Human Trafficking in Edo State 
 
Why does human trafficking continue to exist today in the world in general, 
and in Edo state in particular? Who is to blame for this evil?  
The main causes of human trafficking and prostitution in Edo State are 
poverty and widespread illiteracy. Due to extreme poverty, many Nigerians 
of school age in Edo state are not in school because they cannot afford it; 
those with minimal education and lack the skills to secure good jobs often 
fall easy prey to traffickers. They are deceived with tales of good jobs in 
the cities (in the case of internal trafficking) and greener pastures abroad 
(for cross-border trafficking). 
 Although Nigeria has enormous natural and human resources, 
corruption takes a serious toll on the country’s economy, fueling 
trafficking: “Nigeria has acquired a reputation for being one of the leading 
African countries in human trafficking with cross-border and internal 
trafficking even in the midst of abundant resources.”6 Culturally, one can 
postulate that because of its polygamous nature and large family size, the 
Edo family system is conducive for human trafficking. Faced with the 
impossibility of securing the good life from their location, the youths prefer 
to move out of the environment for greener pastures elsewhere. 
 Socially, in Edo State, the condition of women and girls could be 
likened to slavery. In addition, single parents do not give adequate moral 
training for the growing youth, making them targets of human trafficking 
                                                 
expected of them because of limited resources available. The actual condition they 
find themselves in might push them to take the risk of involving in human 
trafficking. Cf. R.F. Aumeister (ed.), Self-Esteem. New York: Plenum Press, 1993, 
40. 
6United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 
Human Trafficking in Nigeria: Root Causes and Recommendations, 11. 




and prostitution. The lack of basic amenities such as electricity, water 
supply, transportation and food makes the youths want to move to the 
Diaspora where these things exist. This exposes them to traffickers who 
easily prey on them. 
 The poor economic condition of Edo communities contributes to 
youth drain from Edo to other Nigerian cities and to overseas. The 
economic developmental index is very low, with the majority of the people 
languishing in abject poverty; and lacking formal education, the youth are 
disadvantaged and are inclined to lose life’s values and the essence of 
existence. This situation makes the youth vulnerable to human trafficking. 
 Finally, peer pressure has a lot of influence on the involvement of 
Edo youth in human trafficking and prostitution. The traffickers target the 
leaders of the different groups, buy them over and use them to convince a 
majority of their peers to travel out with them without the consent of their 
families by hiding the purpose of their travel from family members. 
 
 
Consequences of Human Trafficking on the Individual and the Family 
 
Human trafficking affects the victims, their families and the society at 
large. As an inhuman act, human trafficking attacks the dignity of the 
human person, in particular the dignity of girls and women.  
 The movement of victims from Nigeria involves two groups of girls. 
The first group is made up of those whose family members helped to 
organize the journey.  
 
The family members collaborate with the herbalist. The herbalist 
in turn obliges the girl to take an oath of secrecy in form of voodoo 
ritual promising to be docile to the madam, that she will never 
report the madam to the police and that she will reimburse the 
money spent on her to the madam on reaching the destination 
country.7 
 
Oaths of secrecy are administered to the soon-to-be trafficked victims and 
their families at the point of recruitment in Nigeria, especially in Edo State. 
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There are some churches in Benin-City in Edo State where people 
intending to be trafficked to Italy mostly called Italos visit to pray against 
being repatriated and for protection against violent customers.8 These 
traditional oaths entail the use of body parts of the victims such as blood, 
fingernails and hair from the genitalia or the head. Traditional priests 
prepare ceremonial drinks in their shrines that are taken by the future 
victims and their relatives. This traditional oath-taking is designed to instil 
fear, promising death, madness or terrible harm in the event that the victims 
reveal the trafficker’s secrets.9  
 The second group of girls are those who plan the journey themselves. 
They might involve their family or undertake the expense on their own. 
Their journey might be legal or illegal. It is legal if they have genuine 
documents; they travel by flight. When it is illegal they travel by land, 
through the desert; they have fake documents. On reaching the destination, 
they realize too late that they are sold into sexual slavery and are forced to 
engage in prostitution. They were unaware of the conditions of the violent 
and aggressive exploitation that they would be subjected to.10 At present, 
this evil has taken root in Edo State involving many other crime organizers 
like forgers, embassy staff, immigration officers, the police, lawyers and 
fetish priests who administer oaths to victims.11 
 The victims of human trafficking have brought shame to their 
families; many of them have become miserable in life. Hȁland in 2000 
reported that HIV is increasing in the society. Indeed, the total number of 
registered HIV infections in 2001 rose from 87,177 cases to 177,354.12 
UNICEF, in 2003, alarmed at the effect of trafficking, observed that 26% 
of the victims face adverse health hazards. Some of them were suffering 
from Human Immunodeficiency Virus/Acquired Immune Deficiency 
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Syndrome (HIV/AIDs) and other related diseases. Either the victims have 
no money or are ashamed to go for treatment.13  
 Some of the victim’s community members or relatives claim to be 
unaware of the implications of the act. However, as soon as their daughter 
is repatriated from abroad, they are disappointed because seeing many 
other girls who have helped their families through trafficking, they blame 
their daughters for not being docile to the rules of the Madam. Human 
trafficking syndrome has eaten deep into the fabric of the society as a result 
of the financial gains of the trade.  
 
 
Efforts to Combat Human Trafficking and Prostitution in Edo State  
 
Efforts of the Edo State and Federal Governments 
 
Human trafficking which has involved many Nigerian women and girls 
from Edo State in particular, is a serious issue that has drawn the attention 
of the Nigerian government and the outside world in search of a solution. 
The Edo State government, in its effort to combat human trafficking and 
prostitution, has prepared briefing materials (leaflets and brochures) 
prepared in English and in the local language with pictures of the processes 
of trafficking. One can also find hotlines to call in time of emergency 
regarding the issue. These materials are properly displayed in the consular 
and visa sections of the State diplomatic missions and copies are enclosed 
in any postal visa application.14  
The government of Edo State is vigilant concerning the negative 
advertisement, in the tourism industry, regarding the images of women and 
girls. Edo State, where human trafficking to Europe for prostitution is very 
popular, amended its criminal code to take care of the problem. Drastic 
penalties are stipulated—from 2 to 14 years imprisonment.15 Edo State 
                                                 
13Cf. UNESCO, Human Trafficking in Nigeria, 40-70. 
14Cf. International Labour Organization, Operational indicators of trafficking in 
human beings, Geneva, ILO, 2009, 11. 
15It is not possible to gather information directly from the criminal code of Edo 
State. I used the information collected from individuals to explain the condition 
of human trafficking in the above-mentioned State. Cf. 
http:nigeriaworld.com/news/source/2002/nov/headlines/17/34-news.html, 
17/11/2002, 1-2. 





Governor, Adams Oshiomhole, worried about the reported cases of human 
trafficking in the state, had, immediately on his assumption of office, set 
up a Youth Employment Scheme in the State, with a view to discouraging 
youths, particularly the female folks, from travelling abroad for 
prostitution. These provisions had some positive effects. As a result, 
human trafficking reduced in the State until recently when the matter 
resurfaced. Edo State has for the first time made it a crime for the sponsors 
and traditional priests to facilitate the secret oath ceremony or to participate 
in it.16 The Edo State amendment criminalized prostitution, thereby 
isolating trafficked persons working in prostitution.17  
 The criminal and penal codes of Nigeria, operative in the Southern 
part of the country, address issue of human trafficking and sexual 
exploitation of women and girls for commercial profit. It provides 
sanctions against whoever trades in prostitutes, facilitates the transport of 
human beings for commercial sexual exploitation, within or outside 
Nigeria, or makes a profit from related activities. The penal code, operative 
in the North, prescribes a prison term of up to fourteen years for the buying 
or selling of women and girls for immoral purposes. 
 According to Alhaji Musa Elayo, over 45,000 Nigerian girls are 
trafficked annually to Europe with many of them dying while crossing the 
Atlantic Ocean or are roasted along the desert route.18 Toye Olori, in 2003, 
provided statistics of Nigerian women and girls deported from different 
parts of the world as follows: “160 women and girls were deported from 
Spain, 59 from the Netherlands, 4 from the United States, 13 from South 
Africa, 6 each from Ireland, Côte d’Ivoire and Niger Republic.”19 In 2011 
an estimated 104 Nigerian women and girls were deported from Mali. This 
is alarming; the evil of human trafficking is increasing and becoming more 
complex.  
                                                 
16Cf. United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, Human 
Trafficking in Nigeria, 50., Cf. Criminal Code Amendment Law of Edo State 2000, 
Sections 222, 223, 225, 226 and 233. 
17Ibid. 
18Cf. A. M. Elayo, “Combating the Human Trafficking Scourge,” in Daily Trust, 
Abuja, 15 July 2002, 2-18. 
19T. Olori, Nigeria Life Sentence for Human Traffickers, 3. 




 In 2002 “more than 150 Nigerian women and girls were deported 
from Italy.”20 The wife of the then Vice President of Nigeria, Chief (Mrs) 
Amina Abubakar confirmed the above figures observing that the number 
of Nigerian girls prostituting in Europe is large and that their activities have 
done untold damage to the nation.21 It has depreciated national 
demography; and it is an affront to the national image and human dignity.22 
With the constant deportation of Nigerian women and girls from Europe 
and the battered image of the country, “the former President of Nigeria, 
Olusegun Obasanjo in 2002 signed a law and also prescribed a fine of 
100,000 naira (1,000 U.S. dollars) for any Nigerian convicted of human 
trafficking. This penalty is different from earlier laws on human 
trafficking.”23  
  Nigeria, in fulfilment of its international obligations, has ratified the 
Convention on Transnational Organization Crime Convention (also known 
as the “Palermo Convention”). In 2003 a new law was passed criminalising 
human trafficking for purposes of sexual exploitation.24 The Act prohibits 
trafficking in persons and established the national agency against traffick 
in persons. This law states that any person who procures a girl or a woman 
to become a prostitute either in Nigeria or elsewhere may be sentenced to 
life imprisonment. In addition to criminalising conducts set out in Article 
3 of the United Nations Trafficking Protocol, the law established an 
administrative structure known as the National Agency for the Prohibition 
of Traffick in Persons (NAPTIP). The law specifically gave NAPTIP the 
mandate to administer the Act and to coordinate all laws and activities 
relating to trafficking of persons in Nigeria.25 Olori remarks, the law lays 
it down clearly, “Any person who procures a girl or woman… to become 
a common prostitute either in Nigeria or elsewhere is liable to life 
                                                 
20Catholic Bishops Conference of Nigeria, Restoring the Dignity of the Nigerian 
Woman, 2. 
21Cf. A. Abubakar, Over 150 Deported Girls Arrive from Italy in This Day, Lagos, 
July 11, 2002, 1. 
22Abubakar, Over 150 Deported Girls, 2. 
23T. Olori, Nigeria life sentence for human traffickers, 3. 
24Abubakar, Over 150 Deported Girls, 2. 
25Cf. UNICEF, Nigeria: Country response on trafficking in persons especially 
children and women 2002-2007, Nigeria, UNICEF, 2007, 9. 





imprisonment.”26 These penalties are a marked difference from earlier laws 
on human trafficking in Nigeria, which handed out a jail term of just two 
years.27 
 The media is another means the government is using to discourage 
people from falling victims of human trafficking. The government’s effort 
is based on Article 6 of the Council of Europe Convention on Action 
Against Trafficking in Human Beings, which highlights the importance of 
media as one of the strategies to discourage client demand. In fact, a weekly 
programme titled ‘Izuzo’ is now being broadcast by the Nigerian 
Television Authority (NTA) to transmit the trend of human trafficking and 
its consequences on the victims.28  
 
Efforts of Individuals and Non-Governmental Organizations 
 
Apart from the continuous efforts by United Nations against human 
trafficking, NGOs are starting to work towards the elimination of human 
trafficking. Mike Mku observed that there are not yet established channels 
of exchange of information on human trafficking, making it difficult to 
have accurate information on the extent of human trafficking.29 In recent 
times, many non-governmental organizations have contributed immensely 
towards combating the evil in Nigeria. In the first instance, they make 
efforts to reduce poverty linked to the evil of human trafficking.  
 The declaration of a decade for women by the UN has brought into 
existence a plurality of women’s organisations and non-governmental 
organisations for the enhancement of women in Nigeria. In the past years, 
                                                 
26T. Olori, Nigeria: Life Sentences for Human Traffickers, Inter press Service, 28 
July 2003, 1-2, http://www.afrika.no/Detailed/3866.html (accessed June 25, 
2019). 
27Cf. Olori, Life Sentence for Human Traffickers, 3. 
28Izuzo is a Nigerian weekly television programme on the trend of human 
trafficking in Nigeria. The program is sponsored by the Nigerian government to 
keep people informed about the continuous increase of the phenomenon in the 
country. It also educates people about different modalities the traffickers use to 
lure women and girls to being trafficked. 
29Cf. M. O. MKU, “Legislative Responses in Human Trafficking,” in Stop 
Trafficking in Human Beings: Together it’s possible: Proceedings of the 
International Conference “21st Century Slavery. The Human Rights Dimension to 
Trafficking in Human Beings, held in Rome, Italy, 15-16 May, 2002, 5-6. 




many programmes have been introduced by the Federal government of 
Nigeria, the NGOs and international agencies like UNICEF, UNESCO, 
WHO, etc., for the eradication of poverty among rural people and the 
emancipation of women in the society. All these programmes help the very 
poor not to be lured into human trafficking. 
 Among some of the NGOs are Women in Nigeria (WIN), established 
in 1982 by delegates to the first conference on women in Nigeria, at 
Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria. Action Health Incorporated (AHI) is 
another non-profit and non-governmental organisation established in 1989 
to improve the health of Nigerian adolescents.  
 Among the government programmes were the Directorate of Food, 
Roads and Rural Infrastructure (DFRRI), which was established in 1986 
under the administration of former President Ibrahim Babangida with the 
following objectives: to mobilise the rural people for national 
development, to use available resources to develop rural areas and to 
improve the quality of life and standard of living of rural dwellers.30 In 
addition, the Mass Mobilisation for Self-Reliance and Economic Recovery 
(MAMSER), another governmental programme, was established to “create 
supposed awareness among the people and to encourage them to defend 
their rights.”31 Then the Better Life for Rural Women Programme was 
basically formed for women’s emancipation.  
 The above-listed bodies are some of the important governmental and 
non-governmental organisations formed in Nigeria for the improvement of 
women’s lives in the society, which also contributed immensely towards 
societal development at large. The federal government finances the 
programmes of these organizations with the help of international bodies 
like UNESCO, UNIDO, UNICEF, WHO, and ILO. Among the aims of 
these organizations was to educate women, especially those in the rural 
areas, on how to improve their economic and social lives; and to enhance 
their participation in the development of the country at large.  
 The wife of the former Vice-president, Amina Titi Abubakar, formed 
the Women Trafficking and Child Labour Eradication Foundation 
(WOTCLEF) to attack the problem through enlightenment campaigns 
about the dangers of the ‘trade’.  
                                                 
30Cf. T. Falola, The History of Nigeria. London: Greenwood Press, 1999, 186. 
31Falola, History of Nigeria, 186. 





 Although all the above mentioned individuals and organizations have 
worked zealously to eradicate poverty in Nigeria, human trafficking 
remains a scourge. The Catholic Church in Nigeria has not kept quiet but 
has done remarkable things to restore the dignity of women and to give 
them a voice in the society. I now highlight briefly the efforts of the 
Catholic Church to combat the phenomena of prostitution and human 
trafficking in Nigeria. 
 
Efforts of the Catholic Church 
 
The Catholic Church in Nigeria has made noticeable efforts towards 
bringing about changes in the life of women in the country. Pope John Paul 
II writes on the awareness of the role of women in the society: 
 
Unfortunately, awareness of the identity and values of women has 
been obscured in the past and still is today, in many cases by various 
forms of conditioning. As the Church joins in denouncing all 
injustices that weigh on women’s condition, she intends to proclaim 
God’s plan in a positive way, so that a culture may develop that 
respects and welcomes feminity.32 
 
 The Catholic Church is fighting for the recognition of women in the 
society and at the same time denouncing all the injustices against them; the 
church in Nigeria is contributing immensely towards the emancipation of 
women and the reforming of all the traditional practices that hinder their 
progress in the society. 
 The Catholic Church has challenged many traditional beliefs and 
practices such as the practice of widowhood. The Catholic Women 
Organisation (C.W.O)33 is urged to restore the dignity of a widow as a 
person with human rights. Since the CWO is very influential in church and 
society, they carry out their functions by teaching their members and all 
the men the need for women’s dignity in the society through conferences, 
seminars and meetings. 
                                                 
32John Paul II, Genius of Women, Washington D. C: United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops, 1997, 21. 
33Catholic Women Organization is a group of all the married women in the 
Catholic Church. They gather together to discuss issues affecting them and the 
church at large. 




 In 2002, the Catholic Bishops Conference of Nigeria (CBCN) 
acknowledged the harm human trafficking has done to Nigeria and 
condemned it: “Human trafficking,” the Bishops said, “has done untold 
harm to the lives of far too many Nigerian women and girls….”34  
 The continuous efforts of the Catholic Church in Nigeria to uphold 
the dignity of women led the Nigerian Conference of Major Superiors of 
Women Religious to establish a centre in Benin-City (in 1999, the 
Committee for the Support of the Dignity of Women (COSUDOW). The 
Superiors set up the centre, in Benin-City, for the rehabilitation of victims 
of human trafficking. The centre is located in Benin-City because it is 
presumed that most of the victims of human trafficking come from that part 
of the country. The COSUDOW works to prevent human trafficking, 
protect and rehabilitate women and girls, who are ex-victims, and help 
vulnerable youths.  
 The Nigerian Catholic Church’s activities of assisting the victims of 
prostitution and human trafficking have yielded much fruits. The Church 
is providing spiritual assistance to the victims both in Nigeria and abroad. 
Through their services to the victims, a good number of them have 
withdrawn from prostitution.35 The efforts of the Nigerian Conference of 
Women Religious (NCWR) are laudable. They are in the forefront in 





To prevent and combat trafficking in human beings and prostitution is a 
need that is of the utmost urgency. The harm done by these societal evils 
affects not only Nigeria or Edo State but has taken on global proportions, 
involving all countries, without exception, and attracting more and more 
attention from various governments.  
 The fight against organised crime should, on the one hand, be focused 
on the urgent need for a joint and coordinated effort by all— institutions 
and individual citizens. On the other hand, there is the need for a broad 
                                                 
34Catholic Bishops Conference of Nigeria, Restoring the Dignity of the Nigerian 
Woman, 2. 
35Cf. P. Schineller, “Women Trafficking,” in The Church Teaches: Stand 
of the Catholic Bishops of Nigeria onIissues of Faith and Life, P. Schineller, ed. 
Lagos: Daily Graphic, 2003, 182-183. 





spectrum of action, whether legal, regulatory, economic, cultural, to treat 
the different dimensions of this plague. To fight this scourge, it is essential 
to act on three fronts which are different but closely intertwined: firstly, to 
prevent this phenomenon, secondly, to fight it, exposing, denouncing and 
punishing those responsible for it, and thirdly, to rehabilitate the victims. 
 An effective prevention programme must aim at curing the ills 
suffered by the Nigerian society, especially that of Edo State, namely, 
economic, educational and cultural deficiencies as identified above. 
Implementing such a programme should primarily be the responsibility of 
the Nigerian Government. But it should carry along the many associations 
that are working on this problem who tend to act each in specific areas of 
intervention and without common planning. If these organizations are able 
to connect with each other and coordinate their activities, they would get 
the benefit of an exchange of information and knowledge as well as the 
opportunity to make their interventions more effective and better targeted. 
 There is need for governmental organizations and institutions to 
create new opportunities for job training, focusing, for example, on the 
recovery of local crafts or trying to take the road, already traveled by other 
African countries, to launch microcredit schemes and micro-businesses, 
aimed primarily at women and young people, who can finally envisage the 
real possibility (not just dreamed of and entrusted to the men and women 
of the underworld) of building their own future in their own country. 
Finally, a work of prevention is not possible without an effective 
educational activity—including in the school curricula matters related to 
employment and, most importantly, identifying ways to educate the 
younger generation about the evil of trafficking in human beings.  
 A change in culture and mentality is only obtainable over a long 
period of time and requires systematic, organized and deliberate action. 
But the awareness of a problem is the absolutely necessary condition for 
arriving at its solution. This awareness can be created through the use of 
all the tools and resources available to the country, both those made 
available by the media (newspapers, radio, television, internet, etc.) and 
the traditional ones, with which it is often easier to reach more isolated 
communities: e.g. village meetings, through which volunteers and 
associations can engage in discussing and creating awareness about the 
problem of human trafficking and prostitution. 
  
Bulletin of Ecumenical Theology, vol. 31 (2019), 138-150 
 
Yushua Sodiq: A History of the Application of Islamic Law in Nigeria, 
Palgrave: Macmillan, 2018. Xv+168 Pages. 
 
 
In a country where fundamentalisms and ethno-religious prejudices have 
assumed dangerous and murderous proportions—“I am right, therefore you 
are dead” (Wole Soyinka, echoed by the late Pius Adesanmi)1—a book on 
the logics and historical evolution of Islamic civil, family and criminal law 
in Nigeria is a welcome contribution to a necessary conversation. Yushua 
Sodiq, who teaches Islamic law at the Christian University of Texas, is well 
qualified to lead this conversation. Sodiq, a Yoruba Muslim raised in 
Northern Nigeria, is son of a parent who disliked law because of the distrust 
of lawyers. Sodiq makes peace with his father by teaching rather than 
practicing law; producing, nevertheless, muftis who practice Islamic law 
in Nigerian courts. 
 This book that starts with questionable historical notes on Nigeria—
contestable comments about politicians such as Obasanjo, Jonathan, and 
Buhari, number of the more than 350 Nigerian languages committed to 
writing—ends up being instructive about the divine origin of Islamic law 
(Qur’an and Hadith), and the five basic schools of Islamic law (four Sunni 
and a cluster of Shi’a). Sodiq’s decision to comment only on the Sunni 
schools, remaining silent on the Shi’a, raises a flag: are there no Shi’a 
Muslims in Nigeria? 
 Nigerian Christians and Muslims, embroiled in the Shariah debate (its 
place in the 1979/1999 Constitutions and role in the polity), must note that 
historically Islamic (Shariah) law does not apply where there is no Islamic 
state. Sodiq’s historical introduction makes this abundantly clear. During 
the Meccan period (when Mohammed was persona non grata in Mecca) 
revelations to the prophet revolved around “admonition and warning with 
no punishment attached to them.” However, in the Medina period, 
Mohammed was welcomed, and he began “to regulate the society”. 
Revelations emphasized “the social economic and political spheres of the 
Muslim community.” There was clarity on the punishment to be “inflicted 
on anyone who violated family or economic rules.” (p.10)  
 The intimate connection between the establishment of an Islamic state 
for the smooth and “civilizing” functioning of the Islamic law, is clearly 
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Books, 2011). loc 2757. 




revealed in Nigeria. Islamic law was not established in “northern” Nigeria 
before the Shaykh Uthman dan Fodio jihad, lasting for almost a century 
(1808-1903, before the British colonial intrusion). Though the Kanem-
Bornu kingdom welcomed Islam (7th/8th century) before the Hausa 
kingdoms (14th/15th century?), Islamic law and culture that spread through 
schools became the rule only with the reform of Dan Fodio. For Sodiq, the 
Jihad/reform had the benefic intentionality of establishing just relations for 
all segments of society in the Sokoto caliphate—liberating the population 
from the Habe rulers and their exploitative “tax on cattle” and “toll tax”. 
The assumption, by Dan Fodio, of spiritual and political leadership, which 
constituted the regime of Shariah in the caliphate, was to “make the word 
of God supreme” and thereby “commanding what is right and forbidding 
what is wrong.” Sodiq draws attention to the genius of dan Fodio in 
following the mean in applying Shariah: laws were based on the Qur’an 
and the Sunnah; but with regard to other rules and regulations, emanating 
from the diverse opinions of the various schools, flexibility rather than the 
“letter of the law” predominated. “This open approach to Islamic law”, 
Sodiq enthuses, “provided Hausa people with a stable life and prosperity 
that they had not enjoyed before.” (p. 35) (The golden age that proponents 
of Islamic law/state harp upon). Abandoning this middle way exposed the 
Islamic system to weakness or corruption, especially from the period of the 
British occupation.  
 Chapter Three, of the six-chapter book, addresses the thorny issues of 
the priority of the Nigerian Constitution that recognizes no state religion, 
the status of the Islamic law (in the 1999 constitution), and the intimate 
connection between Shariah and Islamic state. The claim or suggestion that 
adopting the Shariah in 2000 by Zamfara state and by 12 other northern 
states of the 36 states of the federation does not make Islam the state 
religion, appears hard to prove. In a sense, it constitutes the core and the 
challenge of this book. Sodiq bravely weighs the pros and cons on both 
sides of the argument. He firmly clarifies that the Shariah is part of the 
three-pronged sources of the Nigerian legal system (the other two being 
common law and customary law). In a multi-ethnoreligious Nigeria where 
article 10 of the Constitution affirms the supremacy of the constitution and 
the government of the Federation or of a State “shall not adopt any religion 
as State religion,” how can Sodiq assert that the three systems “are all of 
equal status”? John Onaiyekan in address to a seminar organized by the 
Jama'atu Nasril Islam, (Arewa House Main Auditorium, Kaduna), on 12 






many laws?” (with impact up to the Supreme Court?)2 Sodiq does not, in 
my view, respond satisfactorily to the question; but introduces arguments 
for and against. 
 Having argued that Shariah is based on Quran/Sunnah (Dan Fodio), 
with flexibility regarding application of the opinions of 5 legal schools, is 
it helpful to challenge opponents of Shariah with the recurring argument, 
“Common law has its roots in Christianity and is informed by Christian 
values and its worldviews but it is not a Christian system of law”? (p. 63). 
Shariah, Islamic state and state religion go hand in hand. It undermines the 
freedom of minorities in the dominant Islamic states of northern Nigerian 
(p. 63), even where there is no intention of abuse, and thereby leaves them 
with little constitutional protection. Rather than blame the media as 
propagating confusion by challenging political Islam (pp. 64; 67), Sodiq 
should be grateful to the media for putting on the front burner the important 
and necessary national debate. True, there should be no civil wars or 
breakup of the country over Shariah. But the media helps Sodiq’s 
argument: both Sodiq and the media agree that there is need to modernize 
outdated medievalist systems of punishment (criminal law), just as did 
Mohammed (Medina period), and dan Fodio/Bello (jihad/reform period), 
and the various schools of Islamic jurists that showed flexibility and 
sensitivity to differing socio-political contexts by reducing the severity of 
punishment for various crimes and misdemeanours (chapters 1 and 2). 
Instead of the constitutional or civil rights bending to Shariah it should be 
the other way round. The critical question that Sodiq poses as to whether 
Zamfara and 12 states of the north enjoy better social services, economic 
development and peace helps to move the conversation over Shariah 
beyond political advantage to integral human wellbeing. In his concluding 
chapter there is hardly any concrete evidence of advancement of wellbeing, 
apart from emotional satisfaction of recovering past glory. 
 Case studies of the functioning of Shariah law in some northern states 
of Nigeria show Sodiq as highly knowledgeable and competent in the use 
of primary sources: law reports from the various courts. Three cases 
involved divorce while the final section is the lengthy discussion of Amina 
Lawal’s 2002-2003 saga—adultery, condemnation to death by stoning, 
international uproar, appeal and final acquittal on technical grounds. The 
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process, according to Sodiq, shows that Shariah is working. He does not 
address the savagery associated with “stoning”; is it simply another case of 
death penalty comparable to the choices and practices in the state of Texas? 
I disagree with the justification Sodiq advances in view of the “harsh” laws 
of Islam chosen by the 12 states of the north: “If this is their choice, that 
choice should be respected.” (p.  104) 
In discussing Christian reactions to Shariah (Chapter 5), Sodiq 
underestimates the importance of the genesis of the animus in Christian-
Muslim relations as it impacts Nigeria, repeating times without number 
that Christians and Muslims lived peaceably together in Nigeria for 
decades. Tracing the narrative, from the revelation of Mohammed to some 
members fleeing to Abyssinia, to the mediaeval Christian rejection 
(mentions Luther and Aquinas in that order) is interesting but does not fully 
grapple with the memory (prejudices) of Nigerian Christians. Also Sodiq 
misunderstands and, perhaps, underestimates, the value of indigenous 
Yoruba and Igbo legal traditions by contrasting them with Shariah (Islamic 
written laws). The conversation will be more balanced with appreciation 
of Yoruba oriki and indigenous legal philosophical system.3 Forays into 
Igbo odinani (laws/traditions of the land) that constitute the basis of Igbo 
rejection of the novel British invented “customary law” and the despicable 
Warrant Chief system and its laws (adapting so-called native laws to the 
common law.4 Sodiq inaccurately states that “The southern Yoruba and Ibo 
had no written laws to challenge the British imposed laws and they were 
happy that the British were introducing new ones” (p.118). It will be news 
to the author that the first target of the Igbo (and Southeastern Nigeria) 
Women War of 1929 was the customary courts of the new British 
dispensation.5  
                                                 
3 See the recent publication: Bewaji, John Ayotunde Isola. The Rule of Law and 
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 Understandably, Sodiq, in a hurry to critique the three responses to 
the shariah by Christians, (shariah as the return of the North to its “glory”) 
disparages indigenous legal tradition. “The Muslim north perceives the 
introduction of the Shari’ah as the restitution of their rights and glory, 
which they claimed they lost during colonial rule…” (118-9). He follows 
Ali Mazrui in affirming the reclaiming of rights as an exercise in 
authenticity—“cultural self-determination” of “non-western people”. But 
is colonialism just an “incident” (Ade Ajayi) in African/Nigerian history? 
Could one ever ignore the radical transformation of peoples, customs and 
cultures introduced by colonialism, creating a country, Nigeria, that has the 
largest Islamo-Christian population anywhere in the world? 
The author’s discussion of the Christian responses is well argued. He draws 
attention not only to the polemical positions of Joseph Kenny and the 
response by Frieder Ludwig and others, but to the genuine claim/fear of 
second-class citizenship (dhimmi) in Islamic states of Nigeria. Sodiq does 
not respond categorically to the situation. After stating, “The proponents 
of Islamic law offer no convincing response to this challenge” (p. 120), he, 
however, continues: “there is no justification to apply Dhimmi….That 
Dhimmi is in an Islamic book does not mean that it should be applied to 
Nigerian Christians” (120-121). A more categorical statement excluding 
such threat of second-class citizenship, restating the supremacy of the 
constitution that does not recognize “state religion”, should be made by the 
author. To the credit of Sodiq, one must underline the most important 
quotable statement in the book on multireligious living in Nigeria, drawn 
from the Yoruba cultural genius: “Nigerian Muslims and Christians are 
unavoidably neighbors …. They should learn from the Yoruba people’s 
experience of coexistence with many religious groups. Among the 
Yorubas, families have members of all the main religions: a father may be 
a Muslim and his wife a Christian, while his uncles and aunts are followers 
of African Traditional Religions….Conversion from one religion to 
another is common and converts are not subject to any penalty or 
castigation.” (p.128). The source is neither Muslim nor Christian, but in 
my view, the unwritten “oral literature” of the Yoruba civilization.  
 Chapter 6 as concluding chapter does case study of achievements or 
lack thereof of Shariah in Zamfara state, the first of the 12 northern states 
to embrace the legal system (more or less fully, except adopting the 
“apostasy laws”). There is little evidence of progress because of the 
Shariah, apart from providing emotional satisfaction. Rather there are 




numerous complaints of discrimination as to gender, ethnicity, and 
religious practice. Even the banning of alcohol (and “beer parlors”) that the 
author saw in good light (reduction in crime and accidents) could not but 
be interpreted as discrimination. The author needs to challenge more 
strongly the Shariah and not approve it on emotions. Nigeria is an emerging 
state from coloniality. Therefore, the conclusion of the author should be 
taken seriously: “Above all, both Muslims and Christians should be able to 
live peacefully in any state in Nigeria without being discriminated against 
at any level.” (147) This concluding statement is at variance with the 
discriminations that come with Shariah. 
 







Sanneh, Lamin O. The Jakhanke : The History of an Islamic Clerical 
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The renowned missiologist, Lamin Sanneh, perhaps best known for his 
1989 Translating the Message: The Missionary Impact on Culture,6 passed 
away January 2019. It will be difficult to do a befitting homage in a few 
paragraphs. But the 2018 edition of his dissertation, The Jakhanke : The 
History of an Islamic Clerical People of the Senegambia, first published 
1979, enables one to capture the inspirational roots of Sanneh’s thought on 
religions and Christianity. The new edition reprinted by Routledge, as 
volume 58 in the series, African Ethnographic Studies of the 20th Century, 
appeared in September 2018, a few months before the death of Sanneh. 
 Of all the works of Sanneh I have read, including the fascinating 
Abolitionists Abroad: American Blacks and the Making of Modern West 
Africa7, none, in my view, is as of moment today as The Jakhanke (the 
Jakhanke are also called the Sonnike in colonial literature). The Jakhanke, 
whose history is characterized by migration, settlements and resettlements, 
are not ethnically defined. Rather, their distinctiveness is rooted in their 
clerical culture. Radically defined by scholarship, the Jakhanke are 
passionately devoted to establishing and running islamic schools. Founded 
perhaps in the 12th century by Al-Ḥᾱjj Salim Suware (rightly called 
Suwarians), the Jakhanke opted for measured pacifist and defiantly anti-
jihadist, anti-imperialist and politically neutral vision of life and world. 
Theirs is a different language compared to our contemporary world 
befuddled by religious, ethnic and racial intolerance. It is refreshing to 
learn that some West African muslims reject totally the use of political 
privilege and military might to propagate their religious beliefs. 
 Early in the book, Sanneh introduces his readers to the pacificism of 
the Jakhanke—“a creative and original contribution” of Salim to “Sudanic 
                                                 
6 Lamin O. Sanneh, Translating the message: the missionary impact on culture, 
American Society of Missiology series ; no. 13 (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 
1989). 
7 Abolitionists abroad: American Blacks and the making of modern West Africa  
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999). 




Islam”. This brand of Islam differs from both Morrish and Black African 
Islam: the “scrupulous principled disavowal of jihᾱd”, by Salim Suware 
(and Suwarians), “as an instrument of religious and political change” (p. 
21). As Sanneh put it in another essay, the Jakhanke “based the clerical 
vocation on a disvowal of politics and war.”8 Rather the adoption of 
scholarship, the distancing of Jakhanke settlements (villages and towns) 
from the town centres noted for trade and political conflict, freed the group 
to be truly committed to the consummate focus on study and teaching of 
Islam. Opting for non-involvement in political leadership, they 
nevertheless insisted that their political neutrality be recognized by rulers. 
This obtained for them freedom; it also obtained for them recognition and 
attention of rulers who respected their pacificist opition. Rulers refrained 
from interfering in the social, religious and communal affairs of the 
Jakhanke. Rather the rulers sought baraka from the imams and gave them 
gifts for the blessing (While respecting them, the marabout, the French 
colonial officials did not quite understand their pacifism). 
 The Jakhanke schools were of course open to mainly Muslims but 
also to their neighbors who do not share their faith (called “pagans” 
consistently throughout this book). Their pacificst non jihadist option was 
tested a number of times under different rulers. The crushing of the 
Jakhanke leadership by the French colonial authorities was the result of a 
great misunderstanding. French colonial officials regarded the Jakhanke, 
that they called marabout, as competitors and mobilizers of the population 
against French interests. The matter was not helped by the fact that the  
Jakhanke itinerant teachers were followed by their family, students that 
could number in the hundreds and numerous slaves. Furthermore, in view 
of their pacificism and neutrality, the Jakhanke, to the annoyance of the 
French, preferred the indirect rule doctrine of the British in Gambia and 
SierraLeone to the assimilationist doctrine of the French. 
 Of note, and disturbing, however, is their operating with a caste 
system: Jakhanke clerics are distinguished from a wide range of classes or 
professional castes—blacksmiths, iron mongers, farmers, griots and slaves. 
Their students contribute to, or pay for, their education through labour in 
the farms, and gain freedom after five or more year’s residency with the 
teacher to whom they are close. Freedom is with a fee; paid in slaves or 
money. While the Jakhanke did not directly participate in the slave trade, 
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they had slaves acquired from neighboring ethnic groups as gifts (e.g. the 
Bambara). The clash with the French was partly due to their opposition to 
the emancipation of slaves. The emancipation policy radically disrupted 
their family and social organization. But the Jakhanke always adapted, and 
thus continued their ministry of education. However, the 
institutionalization of slavery and the denial of regenerative rights or 
qualification to inheritable status to those professional castes classified 
with slaves as nyamakala (p.168-9; 182-3 n66) raise a number of questions 
around the clericalism and anti-jihadist posture of the Jakhanke. While they 
render invaluable services (freeing students from labor), they live in “a 
state of ritual uncleanness with a corresponding exemption from the tana, 
ritual prohibitions” (p. 169). Theirs is not liberation theology, liberation of 
peoples, before the name. 
 One is grateful for the reprint of the Jakhanke in the African 
Ethnographic Studies of the 20th Century. Nigerian Islam, from the same 
Mali-Senegambia region, especially with the Shaykh Uthman dan Fodio 
jihad, has a lot to learn from The Jakhanke : The History of an Islamic 
Clerical People of the Senegambia. Thanks to Sanneh, we now have 
evidence of the radical difference between Islamic culture in Nigeria and 
the dominant pacifist culture of Senegambia. 
 
Elochukwu Uzukwu (Duquesne University). 
 
  




Obioma, Chigozie. An Orchestra of Minorities : A Novel. First edition. ed.  
London: Little, Brown, 2019. 517pages 
 
African novelists do not shy away from advertising the meshing of spirits 
and humans in the imagined world of the storyteller. The master artist of 
the African novel, Chinua Achebe, brings into his narratives ancestral 
spirits and deities that influence the course of the lives of men and women. 
For example, the deity Ulu and its priest, Eze-ulu, occupy center stage in 
Arrow of God.  
 But Chigozie Obioma in An Orchestra of Minorities has an additional 
theological intent. He explains: “this book is a work of fiction and not a 
definitive text on Igbo cosmology or African/Afro-religions. I hope that it 
can, however, serve as a sufficient reference book for such a purpose.” (p. 
513) Theologians and students of Igbo religion will judge the merits of this 
claim only by reading the book. 
 In An Orchestra of Minorities, Chigozie Obioma positions Chi, of 
Igbo cosmology, as the principal spiritual protagonist. Chi revels in the 
divine presence and in the ancestral residence pleading for and acting as 
defense attorney of his ward Chinonso (literally Chi is close by). Chi was 
giving detailed account to CHUKWU (capitalized throughout the novel) of 
the passions and actions of Chinonso, his ward. Chi was following 
Chinonso, as guardian, in all his travails in Umuahia (Abia state of Nigeria 
of 2007) and as he embarks on the misguided and perilous migration to the 
country of the Turkish Cypriots in search of greener pastures; a chaotic 
enterprise.  
 From the opening pages of An Orchestra of Minorities, Obioma gives 
clear indication of dependence on the masters of the African novel. The 
cosmology and foundational religious assumptions of An Orchestra 
integrate and expand the dominant genre of the African novel, endorse its 
philosophic pessimism, that, beginning with Chinua Achebe, characterizes 
this genre (convincingly argued by Charles Nnolim, exegete of Achebe and 
other African novelists). An Orchestra of Minorities captures the 
lamentation or the loss of the African world in a fascinating and creative 
way. The pessimism that dominates the African novel is programatically 
pursued. Up until the final pages of the 517-page novel, Obioma keeps the 
reader’s heart on edge: how will the narratives of love-hate, hope-
disappointment, trust-betrayal end? Tragedy?  
 Throughout the novel, the imaginative creativity of the artist 






Chi, the ubiquitous personal deity of the Igbo cosmology, is the principal 
narrator. Chi that is lodged (that takes lodging) within the indivual at 
conception, accompanies the individual (awake or asleep). But Chi could 
also stand outside the individual to freshen up, enjoy the melodious 
environment (orchestra) of spirits, perceive spirits in their diversity and 
characteristics, and have conversations and fruitful negotiations with the 
chi of other persons for the interest of his/her ward. Chi perfects travel to 
help the ward: “CHUKWU, thus was my journey completed. I flew 
through a long stretch of the flaming night, past white mountains of the 
furthest realms of Benmuo [spirit land], on which black-winged spirits 
stood, speaking in sepulchral voices. As I neared the sublime border of the 
earth, I saw Ekwensu, the trickster deity, standing in his unmistakable garb 
of many colours, with his head carried on his long neck, which stretched 
about like a tentacle. He stood on a limb above the moon’s disc, gazing at 
the earth with wild eyes and laughing to himself, perhaps devising some 
evil trick.” (p. 358) 
 The story of An Orchestra of Minorities is of an individual life (the 
life of Chinonso). Positioned at the court of CHUKWU, Chi, as defense 
attorney of Chinonso, clarifies to CHUKWU that his ward (Chinonso) was 
not driven by pure malice to do the evil—the arson (torching of Ndali’s 
pharmaceutical store)— that is the denoument of broken-hearted Chinonso 
to teach Ndali, his beloved, what it means to lose the entirety of one’s 
passionate life-investment.  
 An Orchestra of Minorities is a narrative of individual life projects, 
ambitions, love (deep and passionate, calling for the sacrifice of one’s 
social rank and entire possessions). It is a narrative of the tragic in life—
love, jealousy, hatred, violence and migration. Migration was orchestrated 
and built around a grand deception driven by the sole purpose of bettering 
one’s social status so as to be worthy to possess the love of one’s life. All 
the events played out in the world of the year 2007, with Umuahia as Igbo 
central theater of action and Cyprus (Turkish) the port of entry of Nigerian 
and other African migrants seeking a better life to escape the challenges of 
living in a disfunctional and corrupt Nigeria. 
 With Chi as principal narrator, Chigozie Obioma imaginatively gives 
this particular guardian deity a wider than single life theatre wherein it has 
taken care of other Igbo persons hundreds and even thousands of years 
prior to 2007: the long history (longue durée) of the African, of the Igbo, 




is at times compressed in scintillating paragraphs (from tranquil village life 
to the horrors of exploitation in slave camps in America) 
 The central human protagonist in the story, Chinonso, encapsulates 
the struggling man in the ordinary and everyday humdrum of Umuahia (of 
2007), trying to make a living with his poultry industry. Chinonso falls in 
love with Ndali, a woman he rescued from potential suicide. Ndali is of 
wealthy/successful family; completing her Master’s degree in Pharmacy. 
Their mutual passion and love will not be blessed by Ndali’s family: marry 
a poultry farmer? From there things started to unravel. Advised to go to 
Cyprus where entrance into the university is easy, provided he paid the 
right price to the middleman, Chinonso sells his poultry farm, sells his 
ancestral house, hands the money over to his friend, the middleman. 
 The poultry industry provides a captivating imagery of the 
philosophical reflection on the “minorities”. The groaning of Chinonso and 
his beloved Ndali (and their types all over Nigeria) in the difficult world of 
2007 that led him into the deceptions and horrors of life as a migrant in 
Cyprus is configured by the author as an orchestra of the minorities. 
Orchestra, melody to be heard, but sound/noise that arouses little concern 
from the uncaring! 
 Not only the lament of Chinonso and Ndali, but the birds of the 
poultry display the orchestra—old layers and broilers protesting as they are 
caged to be carried away for sale, and, in particular, the mother hen crying 
out as she loses her chicks to the predatory hawks/kites—all capture the 
passion and reaction, the travail and hopes, the orchestra the minorities. 
They groan, they cry out in desperation and are not necessarily heard, nor 
are their pains actually assuaged. The orchestra is the lament that is not 
necessarily heard. 
 Chi, whose duty as guardian, does not include interfering in the action 
of the ward, can only send inspirational flashes to the brian to warn and 
perhaps to enable the ward to reason through the daily problems, perhaps 
evince violence and direct their activity to good ends 
 In Turkish Cyprus, Chinonso discovers to his alarm that his 
friend/middleman, Jamike, registered him in the university but has not 
deposited his living money in the bank. Crying for help in all directions, 
he ends up imprisoned for 26 years, falsely accused of raping the woman 
(German, married to a Cypriot) helping him. Thinking better about it four 
years later, the accuser recants. Freed from Turkish Cypriot prison and 
back to Umuahia, he discovers his beloved, Ndali, for whom he sacrificed 






married, and has a child named Nonso (his own child). Ndali, his beloved 
will hear nothing of coming back to him. Confrontation, disagreement, 
detention, and, finally, decision to leave Umuahia. The arson is committed 
impulsively; he was totally unaware that Ndali (after fire and fury with her 
husband) was passing the night in the pharmacy. She barely escaped alive. 
 Inserting himself in the conclave of ancestral spirits, Ndiichie, Chi 
participated in their conversation and, as attorney, narrated to them 
faithfully the lineaments of “this storm that threatens our son Chinonso,” 
who has not killed anyone before! (357-8). Chi displays unalloyed 
commitment to protect his ward. For, as Ndiichie states, “A chi who falls 
asleep or leaves its host to go on journeys—except when necessary, as this 
one is—is an efulefu, a weak chi, whose host is already a lamb bound with 
twine to the slaughter pole” (358) 
 Chigozie Obioma has joined a cohort of great novelists to highlight 
the everyday challenge of living in Nigeria since 2007. His choice of Igbo 
cosmology, dominated by CHUKWU, Chi, ancestors and other spirits, is 
well crafted. Jisos Kraist comes in and out in the narrative, but as another 
alusi (local deity). CHUKWU is addressed as supreme, to whom all 
accounts are given by Chi. Other praise names or “honorifics” that populate 
the novel honour CHUKWU, ancestors and the deities: Gaganogwu and 
Agujiegbe occur frequently. Greeting Ndiichie (ancestors), he uses the 
honorific at times, Agbatta-Alumalu. Also the “honorific” Egbenu is used 
often; its meaning is not clear; the creation of the fertile imagination of the 
author. 
 An Orchestra of Minorities is not yet a reference on indigenous Igbo 
religion and theology, but an interesting contribution from the genre of the 
novel. 
 
Elochukwu Uzukwu (Duquesne University). 
 
 
